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Abstract
Groups, like individuals, can communicate. They can issue statements, make promises, give advice. Sometimes, in doing 
so, they lie and deceive. The goal of this paper is to offer a precise characterisation of what it means for a group to make an 
assertion and to lie. I begin by showing that Lackey’s influential account of group assertion is unable to distinguish asser-
tions from other speech acts, explicit statements from implicatures, and lying from misleading. I propose an alternative view, 
according to which a group asserts a proposition only if it explicitly presents that proposition as true, thereby committing to 
its truth. This proposal is then put to work to define group lying. While scholars typically assume that group lying requires 
(i) a deceptive intent and (ii) a belief in the falsity of the asserted proposition, I offer a definition that drops condition (i) and 
significantly broadens condition (ii).

Keywords Speech act theory · Collective epistemology · Group assertion · Group lies · Group insincerity

1  Group Action and Group Misconduct

Some actions are performed individually: I am writing this 
paper, and you are reading it. Others are performed together, 
by multiple agents, as a group. We say, for instance, that 
the Department of Geography hired a new professor, that 
the European Union has made huge investments in a new 
recovery plan, or that Amazon Watch strives to protect the 
rights of indigenous people. Group action is pervasive in our 
society, and not much would be accomplished without it.

Not all group action, however, is good or selfless. On the 
contrary, group actions often have atrocious consequences. 
Here’s three telling examples that will accompany us for the 
rest of the paper:

(1) Between the thirties and the seventies, several gas 
companies (prominently Dupont, General Motors, and 
Standard Oil) made a concerted effort to promote the 
addition of tetraethyl lead to gasoline, leading to world-
wide lead poisoning. This resulted in many premature 
deaths, and to the widespread development of many 
cognitive disfunctions.

(2) Between 2008 and 2015, Volkswagen developed a 
“defeat device” to cheat the emission tests performed 
on their cars. This allowed them to market cars that 
emitted up to 40 times more pollutants than it was 
allowed in the US, with adverse effects for pollution 
levels and for the health of US citizens.

(3) During the First World War, religious tensions between 
Muslim Turks and Christian Armenians progressively 
evolved into the persecution and systematic killing of 
Armenians in the Ottoman Empire. By the end of the 
War, it is estimated that up to one and a half million 
Armenians were killed (Morris and Ze’evi 2019), and 
many others were victims of persecutions and acts of 
barbarity.

When groups behave immorally, they often try to do 
what’s in their power to cover their tracks: they lie and 
deceive. Turkey still officially denies that the genocide of 
the Armenians ever occurred, and took active measures to 
promote denialist narrations internationally (Mamigonian 
2015; Hovannisian 2015). Dupont, General Motors and 
Standard Oil conspired to bury evidence of the deadly risks 
of lead poisoning, and lied for decades about the availability 
of healthier alternatives (Kovarik 2012). Volkswagen’s first 
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lied about the emissions of their cars; then, when evidence 
of fraud emerged, they lied by denying that they had cheated 
the emission tests.1

It’s natural to say that Turkey, General Motors, and 
Volkswagen claimed that they didn’t do anything wrong, 
and that in doing so they lied to the public. But what do we 
mean, exactly, when we say that a group makes a claim, and 
when we say that a group lies? While the analysis of group 
action, belief, justification, and knowledge has attracted a 
lot of philosophical attention,2 we have seen so far only a 
few attempts to characterise group assertion (Meijers 1999, 
2007; Tollefsen 2020; Lackey 2017, 2020b; Townsend 2018; 
Ludwig 2019; 2020) and group lying (Staffel 2018, Lackey 
2018a; 2020a, 2020b, Hormio 2022).

Building on scholarship in collective epistemology, lin-
guistics, and speech act theory, this paper attempts to pro-
vide a precise characterisation of what it means for a group 
to make an assertion and lie. I begin by considering what 
group lying is, and then discuss how it relates to group asser-
tion, group insincerity, and group deception.

2  What is Group Lying?

To approach the subject of group lying, it’s helpful to fist 
consider what it means for an individual to lie. Scholars 
tend to agree that lying necessarily involves saying what 
you believe to be false.3 So, the following are assumed to be 
necessary conditions for lying:

Necessary Conditions for Lying
A speaker S lies to an audience A only if:

(1)  S asserts that p
(2)  S believes that p is false

Many scholars also think that lying is essentially a form of 
intended deception, so that a further condition should be 
added4:

(3)  S intends to thereby deceive A about p

Quite straightforwardly, this account of individual lying 
can be “collectivised”. In other words, we can derive a defi-
nition of group lying from it (Staffel 2018; Lackey 2018a; 
2020a; 2020b; Hormio 2022):

The Group Lie Schema

A group, G, lies to B iff

(G-Assert) G asserts that p
(G-InsIncere) G believes that p is false
(G-DeceIve) G intends to thereby deceive B about p

 The Group LIe schemA is a useful starting point to guide 
discussion on the nature of group lying. To understand what 
group lying is, we need to establish whether it really requires 
satisfying these three conditions, and what satisfying each 
condition amounts to. Specifically, this paper will tackle 
three questions:

 (i) What does G-Assert require, exactly? In other words, 
what is group assertion?

 (ii) Does group lying really require that the group intends 
to deceive the audience, as required by G-DeceIve?

 (iii) Does group lying really require that the group 
believes that p is false, as required by G-InsIncere?

I will deal with each question in this order, starting from 
(i).5

3  Group Assertion

3.1  Two Kinds of Group Assertion

Some authors before me (Hughes 1984; Tollefsen 2007; 
2009; 2020; Meijers 2007; Fricker 2012; Lackey 2017; 
2020b; Ludwig 2017, chaps. 13–14; 2019; 2020; Townsend 
2018) have attempted to characterise group assertion and 
group testimony. Rather than tiring the reader by reviewing 
the strength and weaknesses of each view, I will take Lack-
ey’s proposal as a point of reference to develop mine. This 
is because Lackey (2017, 2018a, 2020b) has already high-
lighted problems with every account other than her own.6 
To keep discussion concise, then, I will begin by presenting 

2 For an overview, Schmid, Sirtes, and Weber (2013), Lackey (2014), 
Brady and Fricker (2016), Lackey (2020b).
3 However, there is some discussion concerning whether the sincerity 
condition (2) is too strong (Carson 2006; 2010; Marsili 2014; 2016; 
2018b; 2022a; Krauss 2017; Benton 2018) or too weak (Benton 2017; 
Holguín 2019; Marsili 2021a; Betz-Richman 2022). We’ll come back 
to this in Sect. 5.
4 The exact way in which the extra condition is formulated var-
ies widely (Mahon 2008; 2015; Meibauer 2014; 2018; Dynel 2018; 
Stokke 2018). We’ll come back to this in Sect. 4.

5 We might consider a fourth, more fundamental question: what is a 
‘group’? Here I will simply rely on an ordinary language understand-
ing of what a group is—taking it to refer to any social group, ranging 
from informal social groups to institutions. Different conceptions are 
available. For philophical discussion, see e.g. List and Pettit (2011); 
Tuomela (2013); Epstein (2015, chap. 10; 2021, sect.  5); Ludwig 
(2016, 2017).
6 Ludwig (2019, sect.  5.2; 2020, p. 325, fn6) has since replied to 
some objections.

1 ‘Volkswagen Cheated Emissions Tests, UK Court Rules’, 
06/04/2020. Euronews. 6 April 2020. https:// www. euron ews. com/ my- 
europe/ 2020/ 04/ 06/ volks wagen- used- defeat- devic es- to- cheat- emiss 
ions- tests- uk- court- rules.

https://www.euronews.com/my-europe/2020/04/06/volkswagen-used-defeat-devices-to-cheat-emissions-tests-uk-court-rules
https://www.euronews.com/my-europe/2020/04/06/volkswagen-used-defeat-devices-to-cheat-emissions-tests-uk-court-rules
https://www.euronews.com/my-europe/2020/04/06/volkswagen-used-defeat-devices-to-cheat-emissions-tests-uk-court-rules
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Lackey’s proposal, and discuss alternative views whenever 
they become relevant.

There is substantial consensus (e.g. Lackey 2017; Ludwig 
2019; Tollefsen 2020) that groups can make assertions in at 
least two ways: (i) directly and together, through coordinated 
effort, or (ii) less directly, through a spokesperson. When two 
scientists write a journal article together, or when two dem-
onstrators shout their slogan at a unison, they make a joint 
assertion of the first kind—let’s call this a collective asser-
tion.7 The second form of group assertion concerns speech 
acts performed by a spokesperson who has the authority to 
speak for a group. Following Ludwig (2019, 2020), I call 
these proxy assertions. Official statements issued by com-
panies and governments belong to this category.8

To accommodate both kinds of group assertions, Lackey 
proposes a disjunctive account. A group can assert in either 
of the following two ways9:

(CA)   A group G makes a collective assertion that p iff the 
members of G coordinate individual acts a1, … an, 
so that they all reasonably intend to convey that p 
together in virtue of these acts.

(PA)   A group G makes a proxy assertion that p iff that p 
belongs to a domain d, and a spokesperson(s) S:

(a) Reasonably intends to convey the information that 
p in virtue of the communicable content of an indi-
vidual act (or individual acts) of communication,
(b) Has the authority to convey the information in d, 
and
(c) Acts in this way in virtue of S’s authority as a rep-
resentative of G10

3.2  Problems with Lackey’s account

CA and PA handle previous examples efficiently. The joint 
manuscript and the demonstration chant involve coordinated 
actions designed to convey a message, so CA classifies them 
as (collective) group assertions. The statements issued by gov-
ernments and corporations (like Turkey and Volkswagen) are 
typically delivered by a spokesperson (e.g. a representative, or 
a media agency) with the authority to speak on behalf of the 
institution, so they are also classified as (proxy) group asser-
tions. As we are about to see, however, both characterisations 
face difficulties. I will start by highlighting a minor hitch for PA, 
before moving to a more pressing problem for both definitions.

PA ties proxy assertions to a particular domain D: the 
spokesperson must have the “authority to convey the informa-
tion in D”. The idea is that spokespersons don’t merely repeat 
what they are told. They often enjoy some autonomy: they can 
address questions on the spot and improvise their declarations, 
within defined constraints. So, for instance, a legal representa-
tive of Volkswagen may be allowed to make impromptu state-
ments about legal matters on behalf of the company (say, dur-
ing interviews with the media), but they may have no authority 
to make comments on the company’s financial plans.

This seems right. By tying authority to domains of speech, 
however, PA risks losing track of the fact that there are many 
other factors that can make or unmake a spokesperson’s 
authority to speak for a group. Some have to do with context. 
For instance, the same lawyer may be allowed to speak for 
the company only on weekends, when the usual legal team is 
not operating. Some other factors may have to do with con-
tent. A company’s lawyer may be allowed to speak freely, but 
only if they don’t contradict previous statements made by the 
company. None of these restrictions have to do with domain. 
And we could expand the list indefinitely: the spokesperson’s 
authority might depend on the way in which the assertion is 
produced (e.g. Diego can speak on behalf of the Police Depart-
ment on any matter, but only when he is wearing his uniform), 
the presence of defeaters (e.g. the Vice Dean can speak for 
the Department only when the Dean is absent), and so forth.

The bottom line is that domain is just one of the many 
factors that determines whether a spokesperson has the 
authority to assert for a group. Attempting to list them all in 
the definition would be hopeless. Instead, it’s preferable to 

8 An earlier discussion of proxy speech is found in Goffman (1981, 
pp. 144–46), who distinguishes between the animator (the person 
who physically produces the utterance), the author (who selects “the 
sentiments that are being expressed and the words in which they are 
encoded”, Goffman 1981, p. 145), and the principal (who is respon-
sible for the resulting illocution; for discussion, see Dynel 2011, sec. 
2). When a group makes a proxy assertion, the spokesperson instanti-
ates the role of the animator (and can take the role of the author, cf. 
§3.2), and the group always plays the role of the principal (since the 
group is responsible for the resulting assertion).
9 Lackey adopts a different vocabulary: she uses the term authority-
based assertions for proxy assertions, and coordinated assertions for 
the collective assertions. Here I adapted her definition to my termi-
nology.

10 Ludwig (2020, p. 307) proposes a simpler definition: “In proxy 
assertion one person or group (the principal) asserts something 
through another (the proxy) who speaks on the principal’s behalf”. 
While this characterization is arguably correct, it’s not very informa-
tive; PA represents a better starting point for our discussion.

7 Tollefsen (2020) draws a further distinction here. She reserves the 
term “collective” for the former case (the demonstrators’ slogan), and 
calls the latter a “joint assertion”. This is to highlight that the former 
assertion involves a collection of individual speech acts, whereas the 
latter is one joint speech act performed by both speakers, together. 
This distinction is helpful, but not needed for our purposes.
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simply require that the spokesperson does in fact have the 
authority to say what they said on behalf of the group, in the 
context in which they said it. Condition (b) and (c) in PA can 
therefore be replaced by the more concise (b*)11:

(b*)   S has the authority to convey p on behalf of G, and 
conveys p in virtue of that authority

This leads us to a second, more pressing problem for both 
PA and CA. Both definitions require that the group intend to 
convey a proposition. As we are about to see, however, it’s 
not clear that this condition is able to differentiate between 
a group asserting something and a group communicating 
something without asserting it. To understand why this is 
a problem, let’s first consider what asserting is, and how it 
differs from merely communicating something.

As with most definitions, there is substantial philosophi-
cal disagreement on what an assertion exactly is (Pagin 
and Marsili 2021). However, consensus is wide enough on 
some points. One is that “assertion” designates a direct and 
explicit speech act, so that a good definition should acknowl-
edge the difference between assertions and implicatures 
(Gluer 2001; Stainton 2016; Pagin 2014, sec. 2; Alston 
2000; Searle 1969; Borg 2019, but cf. García-Carpintero 
2018). We might say, then, that a minimum desideratum for 
a definition of group assertion is to be able to distinguish 
between assertions and implicata.

Drawing this distinction is especially important given 
that our ultimate goal is to characterise group lying. A good 
definition of lying should distinguish lying from merely 
misleading (Saul 2012; Stokke 2013b; 2018).12 To draw 
this distinction, condition G-Assert (from the Group LIe 
schemA) must be able to differentiate what a group asserts 
from what a group merely implies. Definitions like CA and 
PA, however, conflate the two notions, and therefore cannot 

distinguish misleading from lying.13 An imaginary example 
can illustrate the point:

mIsLeADInG smoke

Nicotella has invented a new kind of e-cigarette. Just 
before the launch, an internal review establishes that 
there is a problem with the e-cigarette’s battery: it can 
explode if it overheats. Nicotella’s executive board 
convenes to assess the risk. They decide to bury evi-
dence of the problem and go ahead with the launch, 
while they attempt to fix the defect. To maintain 
plausible deniability, they also instruct their market-
ing division to refrain from making claims about the 
e-cigarette’s safety—ads can only claim that the smoke 
is safe. As a result, Nicotella’s ads state that the smoke 
of the e-cigarettes is safe, and poses no threat to one’s 
health.

The example illustrates how a group can mislead with-
out lying. Let’s imagine that Nicotella’s official statement 
is strictly speaking true: inhaling the smoke of their e-cig-
arettes is safe. Nicotella is still aware that their e-cigarettes 
may explode, posing a much more immediate damage to 
their customers’ health. Nicotella’s assertion that the smoke 
is safe, while literally true, is designed to communicate 
something false: namely, that their devices pose no threat 
to their users.

mIsLeADInG smoke illustrates why PA is inadequate as an 
account of proxy assertion. Nicotella only asserted that the 
e-cigarette’s smoke is safe, because this is all they explic-
itly stated in their ads. However, since the executive board’s 
reasonable intention was to convey that the e-cigarettes (and 
not only their smoke) are safe, PA incorrectly classifies the 
implied proposition as asserted. Crucially, the objection can 
be extended. Whenever a group implies something without 
asserting it, Lackey’s definition will incorrectly classify the 
implicature as an assertion.

Plugged into the Group LIe schemA, pA leads to simi-
larly incorrect classifications. Since the board believes that 
it is false that the e-cigarettes are safe (and was aiming to 
deceive the public), the resulting definition classifies mIs-
LeADInG smoke as a lie. But Nicotella misled the public with-
out technically lying14: PA’s verdict is incorrect. The same 

14 This is not to deny the executive board’s behaviour is objection-
able: it obviously is. Nicotella is guilty of intentional deception, and 
of putting its customers’ lives at risk. The point here is simply that 
(assuming that there is a meaningful conceptual distinction between 

12 While there is disagreement as to whether misleading is morally 
preferable to lying or on a par with it (Higgs 1985; Jackson 1991; 
Adler 1997; Saul 2000; Williams 2002; Strudler 2009; Webber 2013; 
Berstler 2019), virtually everybody agrees lying is a narrower concept 
than misleading, and that a good definition should reflect that (but cf. 
Meibauer 2005; 2011; 2014). Crucially, Lackey accepts this desidera-
tum (2018a, pp. 267–8, 2020b, ch. 5).

13 To be sure, this would be an advantage if PA and CA were 
accounts of group testimony. Lackey (2006; 2008) has convincingly 
argued that one can testify not only by asserting a proposition, but 
also by implying it. I concur, but repurposed as definitions of group 
assertion, PA and CA are simply incorrect, since they classify impli-
catures as assertions. Incidentally, whether these definitions work as 
accounts of group testimony is currently matter of debate (Townsend 
2020).

11 Of course, the qualification “that p belongs to a domain d” should 
also be excised from the definendum in PA. Concerns about domain 
aside, I find myself mostly in agreement with Lackey’s characterisa-
tion of authority (2017, §2): what matters for proxy assertion is de 
facto authority, which can be acquired in a variety of ways (through 
explicit agreement, force, inheritance, etc.). Conflicts of authority 
can surely arise. In such cases, to the extent that it is unclear if the 
spokesperson had the authority to assert that p on G’s behalf, it will 
be equally unclear if G has asserted that p. I regard this as a correct 
prediction of the account.
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problem arises with any misleading implicature. Crucially, 
these objections (about assertion and lying) apply also to 
CA, which (like PA) only requires that the group intend to 
convey some content, not that the group assert it.15

This is already a damning objection to Lackey’s defini-
tion. But the problem runs deeper than this. PA and CA 
classify as group assertions every group speech act other 
than assertion (suggestions, hypotheses, assumptions, 
orders, etc.), since virtually any speech act is meant to con-
vey a certain proposition. If Lackey’s account captures every 
group speech act, it is about as incorrect as a definition of 
group assertion can be. To illustrate the problem, consider 
an example involving advising:

mIsLeADInG ADvIce

Beautella is a company that sells beauty products. All 
their conditioners have the following statement printed 
on the label: We advise customers to use the Beautella 
conditioner with the Beautella shampoo. Beautella’s 
executive board is aware that there is no advantage in 
using their products together. In fact, some of Beau-
tella’s studies even proved that using a Beautella con-
ditioner with other company’s shampoos leads to better 
results. However, admitting it wouldn’t be in Beau-
tella’s interest: they prefer to deceive customers and 
maximise sales.

In mIsLeADInG ADvIce, Beautella doesn’t make an asser-
tion at all: the label only contains advice concerning how to 
combine conditioner and shampoo. Nonetheless, the label 
implies that Beautella’s conditioner and shampoo are more 
effective together, which is false. Since Beautella intends to 
convey this message, PA incorrectly classifies this mislead-
ing implicature as an assertion, and hence as a lie. This is 
an important failure, since the company made no assertion 
at all. Both for the purpose of defining assertion and for the 
purpose of defining lying, PA and CA deliver verdicts that 
are dramatically off the mark.

3.3  Asserting as Taking Responsibility

PA and CA should be narrowed down. Ideally, a good defi-
nition should specify that an assertion must explicitly state 
something (as opposed to implying it), and incorporate a 
criterion that allows us to tell assertions apart from other 
speech acts.

Tollefsen (2020, p. 339) recently proposed an account 
of group assertion that might do the trick. She considers 
various definitions of individual assertion16 that could be 
“collectivised” into an account of group assertion, conclud-
ing that commitment-based accounts fare best at this task. 
According to commitment-based accounts, a speaker asserts 
a proposition p only if they undertake responsibility for p 
being true.17 From this characterisation, Tollefsen (2020, p. 
339) derives the following account of group assertion:

(GA)  For a group G to assert that p, G must be committed 
to the truth of p.

 This characterisation leaves open some questions. First, this 
is not a definition: GA only states a necessary condition for 
group assertion, but no sufficient condition(s). Second,18 the 
nature of the commitment involved is left unspecified in GA.

Concerning the second issue, Tollefsen clarifies that she 
understands commitment in a Brandomian fashion (Bran-
dom 1983; 1994). Broadly, on this view assertoric commit-
ment is modelled as a responsibility to provide reasons in 
support of one’s claim, if challenged. Although this repre-
sents an improvement, it has been pointed out that assertions 
also give rise to another kind of responsibility: speakers are 
sanctionable for what they assert. If you assert that p, you 
stand to incur in certain social sanctions if p turns out to 
be false: your reputation may be damaged, your audience 
might be entitled to criticise you, and so forth (Peirce, CP, 
MS, Green 2007, 2009; Graham 2020).

To accommodate these observations, assertoric commit-
ment can be characterised as involving both components: (i) 

16 Tollefsen (2020) considers Neo-Gricean accounts, constitutive 
rules account, and common ground accounts, concluding that none 
would offer a good basis for an account of group assertion. I concur, 
although partially on independent reasons (see Marsili 2019; 2020a; 
2020b). Although in passing, Meijers (2007, pp. 104–5) also charac-
terises group assertion in terms of commitment.
17 This view has been articulated in various ways. See Peirce, (CP, 
MS); Searle (1969; 1975); Grice (1978, p. 126); Brandom (1983; 
1994); Searle and Vanderveken (1985); Green (1999; 2000; 2017); 
Alston (2000); Rescorla (2009); MacFarlane (2011); Krifka (2014; 
2019); Marsili (2015; 2020b; 2021b); Tanesini (2016; 2019).
18 A third issue, that I will not address here, concerns the dynamics 
by means of which a group can undertake a commitment. Engag-
ing in this broader debate would lead us astray; for an overview, the 
reader can refer to Schweikard and Schmid (2021).

15 Could this objection be blocked by noting that PA includes the 
clause “in virtue of the communicable content of an act”? The clause 
would help if it only captured expressions that literally mean p. But it 
doesn’t: implicatures are also conveyed in virtue of the communicable 
content of the act. Lackey (2006, 188; 2017, 31) explicitly stresses 
that this clause doesn’t exclude non-literal content. It’s instead meant 
to exclude cases in which the truth of a proposition is “illustrated” 
rather than “expressed”. To wit, cases like: “I sing “I have a soprano 
voice” in a soprano voice and I intend to convey the information that I 
have a soprano voice in virtue of the perceptual content of this asser-
tion” (2006, 188), not it in virtue of the propositional content of the 
assertion.

lying and misleading) this statement should be classified as mislead-
ing, not lying.

Footnote 14 (continued)
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a responsibility to provide reasons if the assertion is chal-
lenged, and (ii) liability to social sanctions in case the propo-
sition turns out to be false. This account of commitment can 
be further refined (see Tanesini 2016; 2020; Shapiro 2018; 
Marsili 2020b, 2021b), but for our purposes this constitutes 
a sufficient degree of approximation.

We can now go back to the problem of identifying suffi-
cient conditions for asserting. Is being committed to a propo-
sition (in the sense just established) sufficient for asserting? 
No, and for two reasons. The first is that a requirement of 
explicitness is missing. To assert that p, you must explicitly 
say that p—you must undertake commitment to p by stating 
that p, rather than implying that p.19

The second reason is that asserting also involves present-
ing a proposition as true: unless you are communicating that 
p is true, you are not asserting that p (Frege 1948; Wright 
1992, 34; Adler 2002, 274; Marsili 2018a; Marsili and Green 
2021). Pagin (2004; 2009) argues that a speaker can under-
take commitment to a proposition p by stating p explicitly 
without thereby communicating that p is true.20 If this is 
right, it’s preferable to explicitly require that assertions com-
municate that their content is true.

In previous work (Marsili 2020b; 2021b; Marsili and 
Green 2021), I have offered an account of individual asser-
tion that incorporates all these requirements. It reads as 
follows:

(AC)  A speaker S asserts that p iff (1) S utters an expres-
sion with content p, thereby (2) presenting p as true, 
and (3) undertaking assertoric commitment to p.21

 There are two ways to translate this definition into an 
account of group assertion. We might simply replace “a 
speaker S” with “a group G”. Or we might follow Lackey, 
and offer two separated accounts for collective and proxy 
assertion. Let me clarify how we might go about the latter.

For collective assertions, collectivising the account is 
straightforward: we simply replace the requirement that all 
group members “reasonably intend to convey that p” with 

the requirement that they all intentionally22 satisfy AC: each 
member must intentionally act so that they collectively utter 
an expression with content p, thereby presenting p as true 
and taking responsibility for its truth.

(CAC)  A group G makes a collective assertion that p iff the 
members of G coordinate individual acts a1, … an, 
so that they intentionally satisfy AC(1–3) together 
in virtue of these acts.

 Adapting PA to the commitment-based model is a simi-
larly easy feat. Condition (a) (the spokesperson reasonably 
intends to convey… etc.) should be replaced with conditions 
(1–3) from AC. Condition (b) (the authority requirement) 
can be adjusted to highlight that the relevant authority is the 
authority to undertake commitment to the proposition on 
behalf of the group. We get the following definition:

(PAC)  A group G makes a proxy assertion if f a 
spokesperson(s) S

(a) (1) utters an expression with content p, thereby (2) 
presenting p as true, and (3) undertaking assertoric 
commitment to p23 on G’s behalf

(b) S has the authority to undertake commitment to p on 
G’s behalf, and undertakes commitment to p in virtue 
of that authority

This definition has no difficulty dealing with the exam-
ples encountered so far. Clause (a-1) rules out all content 
that is not conveyed literally, but merely implied. This cor-
rectly classifies the believed-false proposition in mIsLeADInG 
smoke (that the e-cigarettes are indeed safe) as implied, not 
asserted—and therefore as misleading, not lying.24 Similarly, 
non-assertoric speech acts (like Misleading Advice) are 

22 This adverb (intentionally) can be dropped if one thinks that a 
group can assert a proposition without intending to assert a propo-
sition. For an account sympathetic to this possibility, see Kölbel 
(2010); for a defence of the intentionalist approach, Hughes (1984).
23 Ludwig notes that sometimes spokespersons represent the group 
“not with respect to the particular words and phrase, but rather with 
respect to the gist of what is conveyed” (2019: 320–1, cf. also Goff-
man 1981). It might be argued that in these cases the spokesperson 
does not undertake responsibility for p, but for a looser “bundle” of 
propositions  p1-pn (cf. Bowker 2019). We would have a situation 
that resembles familiar cases of semantic underdetermination, but 
in which the source of the ambiguity is a division of labour between 
communicative agents, as opposed to underdetermination at the sen-
tential level. While I have no space to discuss this complication here, 
I am confident that PAC can deal with this difficulty (either by apply-
ing existing accounts of semantic underdetermination, or by loosen-
ing condition (a3), or both).
24 To rule in “non-literal lies” (Viebahn 2017; Reins and Wiegmann 
2021), condition (a-i) could be expanded along the lines proposed by 
Marsili and Löhr (forthcoming). Idem for non-literal assertions.

21 See Marsili (2020b; 2021b) for a more detailed characterisation of 
condition (3).

19 To explicitly allow for the possibility of subsentential and ellip-
tical assertions (such as “For you” indicating a letter, or a positive 
nod to address an answer), minor amendments can be introduced in 
this characterisation. I won’t consider them here, but the reader can 
refer to Alston (2000, 114–119), Cull (2019), and Marsili (2020b) for 
available solutions.
20 Pagin’s example is the sentence “I hereby commit myself to the 
following proposition: p”. The efficacy of this counterexample has 
been contested by various authors (Pegan 2009; MacFarlane 2011; 
García-Carpintero 2013; Marsili and Green 2021), but for our pur-
poses this controversy can be left aside.
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ruled out by condition (a): only genuine assertions explicitly 
present their propositional content as true, thereby commit-
ting the group to that content.

This definition represents an improvement on both Tollef-
sen and Lackey’s proposals. Unlike Tollefsen’s GA, it offers 
sufficient conditions for group assertion, and supplements 
this characterisation with a well-defined account of what 
assertoric commitment is. Unlike Lackey’s PA and CA, 
it distinguishes group assertions from other group speech 
acts and from group implicatures. Finally, unlike Lackey’s 
account, it discriminates between group misleading and 
group lying.25

4  Group intention to deceive

4.1  Does Lying Require an Intent to deceive?

The Group LIe schemA states that a group assertion is a lie 
only if it is meant to deceive. However, this requirement is 
controversial. Consider the following example:

ImpossIbLe DeceptIon.26 

Pete took part in a robbery. He knows that his involve-
ment in the crime was unmistakably recorded on 
CCTV camera, so that there is no chance that anybody 
will believe him if he denies that he was there. How-
ever, he also knows that (because of an odd regional 
law) if he denies being involved in the robbery the 
judge will set a lower bail. So he claims that he wasn’t 
present at the scene of the crime. He has no inten-
tion to deceive anyone. He only says this because he 
is planning skip bail.

Intuitively, Pete is lying, even if he lacks an intention to 
deceive his audience. The example shows that you can 
lie without intending to deceive. Crucially, this is not an 
exception: countless examples purporting to show that not 
all lying is deceptive have been discussed in the literature.27 

This led most contemporary scholars to conclude that lying 
typically, but not necessarily, involves deception—so that 
asserting what you believe to be false is sufficient for lying.

4.2  Intending to Deceive and Intending to be 
Deceptive

Not all philosophers are happy with the recent divorce 
between lying and deception, however. Lackey (2013) once 
again plays a central role, for she devised a strategy to re-
establish a link between lying and deceptive intent. Liars 
need not aim to deceive, she concedes, but a case can be 
made that liars always aim to be deceptive. “Intending to be 
deceptive” is a stipulative notion, which is meant to cover 
both attempts to make someone believe something and 
attempts to conceal information from someone. Lackey’s 
(2013, p. 241) alternative deception-condition can there-
fore be phrased as follows:

(DeceptIve)  The speaker intends her assertion to make 
someone believe that p is true, or to conceal 
information from someone as to whether p

 About the ImpossIbLe DeceptIon example, Lackey would 
say that although Pete has no intention to make the police 
believe that he did not commit the crime, he intends to con-
ceal information from the police as to whether he was pre-
sent at the scene of the crime. If this is right, Pete’s assertion 
is intended to be deceptive after all.

As Fallis (2015) rightly pointed out, however, this recon-
struction of the scenario is problematic. You cannot conceal 
information from someone that already has that information. 
In ImpossIbLe DeceptIon, for example, there is no meaningful 
sense in which Pete can conceal from the police the infor-
mation that he was at the robbery by denying that he was 
there. The police already possess that information: they have 
a video of Pete committing the robbery.28

Of course, out of irrational wishful thinking, Pete could 
nonetheless intend to conceal information that the police 
already have, and intention is all that the DeceptIve condi-
tion requires (Lackey 2020b). But what matters for our pur-
poses is whether we can conceive a version of the scenario 
in which Pete reasons like a rational agent, and lacks this 
intention. Clearly, we can. Call this version of the scenario 
ImpossIbLe DeceptIon*. In ImpossIbLe DeceptIon*, Pete’s 
only motivation to make his statement is to skip bail, and he 

28 In addition to this, it is disputable that concealing information 
is a form of deception (Mahon 2007, p. 187; cf. Dynel 2020; Fallis 
2020). Even if it turned out that Lackey’s refinement accommodates 
all counterexamples, then, one could still dispute that this restores a 
link between lying and intended deception.

25 Still, PA still represents a preferable option for defining group 
testimony, assuming that testimony can be conveyed by implicatures 
(Lackey 2006; O’Brien 2007; Cullison 2010; Langton 2018; Marsili 
2022b, sec. 6).
26 This example is inspired on the “Witness on CCTV” example 
(Carson 2006, pp. 289–90) and the “Cheating Student” example (Car-
son 2006, p. 290). Earlier discussion of comparable cases is in Car-
son, Wokutch, and Murrmann (1982) and Carson (1988).
27 Among them, lies under coercion (Siegler 1966, 129; Carson 
1988), ‘bald-faced lies’ (Carson, Wokutch, and Murrmann 1982; 
Sorensen 2007), ‘knowledge lies’ (Sorensen 2010), ‘tell-tale sign lies’ 
(Krstić 2019; 2022; Krstić and Wiegmann 2022), ‘alternative moti-
vation’ lies (Rutschmann and Wiegmann 2017; Sneddon 2020), and 
many others (Marsili 2016, sec. 9.2; 2021b, sec. 2.3; Sorensen 2018; 
2022).
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lacks an intention to conceal information from the police: 
DeceptIve is not satisfied. Since Pete is clearly lying (just 
as much as he is lying in the scenario in which he forms 
the irrational intention), the unavoidable conclusion29 is that 
DeceptIve, too, is subject to the counterexamples that affect 
ordinary “deceptionist” definitions.

4.3  Group Lying Without Intended Deception

If individual lying need not involve deception, the same is 
likely true of group lying. Here’s an example that supports 
this generalisation, inspired by the Volkswagen scandal:

ImpossIbLe Group DeceptIon

Volkswagen has been exposed. There’s unquestion-
able proof that the board of directors commissioned 
a “defeat device” to fake emission tests. But the com-
pany’s lawyers identified a loophole in the law, that 
will prevent anyone from being convicted. Thanks 
to an obscure technicality, as long as Volkswagen 
doesn’t admit wrongdoing, and maintains (in public 
and in trial) that the executive board was not aware of 
the defeat device, no one can be convicted. Accord-
ingly, Volkswagen issues various statements claiming 
that the executive board was unaware of the defeat 
device. None of these statements is meant to convince 
the public or the jury: after all, the executive board’s 
involvement has been proven beyond doubt. Volkswa-
gen simply needs to go on the record as stating this, if 
the board of directors is to avoid conviction.

In ImpossIbLe Group DeceptIon, we have a situation 
that is comparable to its individual counterpart, ImpossIbLe 
DeceptIon. Volkswagen’s statement is intuitively a group lie. 
However, it doesn’t involve an intention to be deceptive—
deception is unattainable in the scenario. Ex hypothesi, the 
company’s statement is not motivated by a vain hope to con-
ceal the board of directors’ involvement (since its involve-
ment has already been proven beyond doubt). The goal is 

simply to avoid the social sanctions that would ensue if the 
false statement wasn’t made.

A strong case has been made that the “intention to deceive 
condition” can simply be scratched off definitions of lying,30 
as long as the remaining conditions require not only that the 
speaker say something that they believe to be false, but that 
they genuinely assert it (Fallis 2009; 2012; 2013; Stokke 
2013a; 2018; Marsili 2021b). This is just what our definition 
of group lying requires, once we replace Lackey’s PA (which 
doesn’t fulfil this requirement), with PAC (which requires 
that the speaker literally assert a proposition). This solution 
matches a growing number of accounts of individual lying 
that drop the intention to deceive condition in favour of a 
commitment-based assertion condition (Marsili 2014; 2016; 
2018b; 2020a; 2021b; Leland 2015; Viebahn 2017; 2021; 
Marsili and Löhr forthcoming, cf. also Carson 2006, 2010; 
Saul 2012). Of course, the insincerity condition (G-InsIn-
cere) will play a crucial role in the resulting definition of 
group lying (it will have to discriminate, alone, between lies 
and sincere assertions). Let’s have a look, then, at how group 
insincerity is best characterised.

5  Group Insincerity

According to G-InsIncere (the second condition of the 
Group LyInG schemA), a group lies only if that group 
believes that what they assert is false. To illustrate with an 
example: since General Motors was aware of the deadly 
effects of tetraethyl lead, they lied when they claimed that 
they were not aware of any health hazard. A question imme-
diately arises: what do we mean when we say that General 
Motors was aware that what they claimed was false? What 
do we mean, more generally, when we say that a group 
believes something?

There is little scholarly consensus on these matters, and 
two factions dominate the debate. Summative views under-
stand group belief as the ‘summation’ of the beliefs of the 

30 Against this move, Lackey (2013) has argued that a definition lack-
ing an intention to deceive condition would be unable to account for 
selfless assertions (as defined in Lackey 2007; 2018b). But this objec-
tion has since lost its force, for various reasons. First, Fallis (2015, 
13) has argued that selfless assertions can be accommodated with-
out introducing a requirement like DeceptIve. Second, these putative 
counterexamples are too complex and controversial to be decisive: 
how we should interpret selfless assertions is currently a matter of 
lively debate (Engel 2008; Montminy 2013; Turri 2014; Milić 2017; 
Gaszczyk 2019), and many interpretations don’t support Lackey’s 
counterargument. Third, it’s not easy to see how a group can make 
selfless assertions. I have no space to fully justify this third claim, so I 
will simply note that some accounts of group belief seem to implicitly 
rule out the possibility of selfless group assertion.

29 Lackey (2020b, p. 172, fn 17) since insisted that refusing to con-
fess something that your audience already knows does amount to 
concealing information about p (because in failing to confess you 
are “concealing evidence which would be conveyed through [your] 
confession”). I find this unpersuasive: you can’t conceal a confession 
that has not been made (at most, you can withhold it—but Lackey 
explicitly acknowledges that withholding falls short of concealing, cf. 
Lackey 2018a, p. 64). Furthermore, even we ignored this difficulty, 
Lackey’s definition can’t handle the ImpossIbLe DeceptIon* scenario 
(where we stipulate that Pete lacks such intention). Nor can it han-
dle many of the counterexamples referenced in footnote 24—in this 
respect, Lackey’s most recent book (2020b) simply refuses to engage 
with the relevant literature and the existing counterevidence.
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members of the group.31 Non-summative views take group 
belief to be irreducible to its members’ beliefs: what a group 
believes is determined at the collective level, for instance 
by a collective agreement to accept a proposition as true.32

In what follows, I will not take a stance on what consti-
tutes group belief. My goal is more modest. I want to show 
that a group can lie even if the group does not believe that 
the proposition it asserted is false (regardless of how one 
understands group belief), and consider some alternative 
accounts of group insincerity.

5.1  Group lying and group uncertainty

Most existing discussion of group insincerity implicitly pre-
supposes an on/off conception of belief: either you believe 
something, or you don’t. But doxastic states often come 
in shades. Your confidence in a proposition can fall on a 
spectrum that goes from high confidence to complete uncer-
tainty, and these graded attitudes will often fall short of a full 
belief (or full disbelief).

This has implications for how lying should be defined. 
To illustrate: suppose that you’re somewhat confident that 
Carolina went to the gym today, but (given your uncertainty) 
you don’t quite believe that she did. You would be lying if 
you told someone that Carolina didn’t go to the gym, even if 
you don’t outright believe that what you said is false (there is 
consensus on this; see Isenberg 1964; Carson 2006; Whyte 
2013, Marsili 2014, 2021a, 2018b, Marsili and Löhr forth-
coming, Krauss 2017, Benton 2018, Trpin et al. 2021). I 
call this kind of lie a “graded-belief” lie. Definitions that 
require outright belief in the falsity of the proposition (like 
the Group LyInG schemA) don’t classify graded-belief lies 
as lies.

This is a problem, because groups, like individuals, often 
operate under conditions of uncertainty. A food company 
may have to determine whether consumption of a certain 
additive is safe, given the minimal (but not null) risk that 
it might cause long-term health issues. Similarly, a govern-
ment may need to determine whether a foreign country really 
represents a threat. In each of these cases, the process of 
deliberation may not lead to a neat yes/no verdict. The food 
company may conclude that the evidence is unconclusive, 
and that the additive is probably safe. And the government 
may determine that the foreign country almost surely doesn’t 
represent a threat, without ruling out the possibility that it 
might. In both cases, the group is somewhat confident that 
the relevant proposition is true, but (given the salient doubts) 
it would be incorrect to say that the group simply believes 
that the proposition is true.

I didn’t take a stance on which conditions have to be met 
for a group to hold a belief. But unless we adopt a strongly 
revisionist account of group belief (one that goes against our 
intuitive doxastic ascriptions), these examples suggest that 
there are cases where a group’s confidence in a proposition 
falls short of full belief. Graded-belief lies are therefore a 
possibility for groups, too, as illustrated by the following 
example (inspired on real events, cf. Hersh 2003):

IrAq WAr

It’s 1993, right before the US invasion of Iraq. The 
United States National Security Council (USNSC) 
is meeting to discuss whether military action would 
be warranted. The CIA just received reports indicat-
ing that Iraq has bought uranium from Niger and is 
storing Weapons of Mass Destruction (WOMD) in 
secret facilities in the North-West of the country. But 
more reliable evidence indicates that the reports were 
fabricated, most likely by the Italian Secret Services 
(SISMI). After some discussion, the members of the 
USNSC agree that, although the possibility cannot be 
ruled out, it’s unlikely that Iraq possesses WOMD. 
However, the members of the USNSC also agree that 
this is a great chance to justify military intervention 
in Iraq. They decide to bury all the evidence contra-
dicting the CIA reports, and to seal the records of the 
meeting. An official memorandum is then produced, 
with recommendations for the US congress and for the 
public. The memorandum states that immediate action 
should be taken, because “Iraq possesses weapons of 
mass destruction”.

In the scenario, none of the members of the USNSC has 
ruled out the possibility that Iraq possesses WOMD: their 
doxastic attitude falls short of belief, so that it would be 
incorrect to say that the USNSC outright believes that its 

31 See Quinton (1976). The main challenge for Summative views is 
to explain how individual beliefs aggregate into a collective belief: is 
there a threshold to be met? If so, which is it? If not, how do we tell 
whether a group believes a proposition? Unsatisfied by the answers 
available, most scholars now endorse non-summative views.
32 There are various versions of this view (Gilbert 1987; 2004; 
Tuomela 1992; 1995; Tollefsen 2003; Pettit 2003; List 2005). One of 
its problems is that it allows for voluntary beliefs (Wray 2001; 2003; 
Meijers 2002; Hakli 2006; 2007; Gilbert and Pilchman 2014). This 
runs counter the idea that belief is a mental state that (unlike inten-
tion) is not the fruit of intentional deliberation. Furthermore, Lackey 
(2018a; 2020a; 2020b) notes that this feature makes Non-Summative 
views ill-suited for characterising group lying, since groups could 
then avoid accusations of mendacity simply by strategically accepting 
any false proposition as true. Lackey’s point is questioned by Bright 
(2020), who suggests that a notion of group lying with this implica-
tion could still be warranted, if it fits some explanatory purposes. The 
relevance of this objection can be questioned, however, given that the 
goal here is to characterise and refine our ordinary concept of lying, 
not stipulating an artificial one (but see Bright 2020 on whether our 
epistemological inquiry should pursue different goals).
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official statement is false.33 Intuitively, however, the USNSC 
lied to the public.

Graded-belief group lies are not uncommon. To go back to 
two of our initial examples, it’s not unlikely that the heads of 
General Motors thought (perhaps driven by wishful thinking) 
that there was a chance that the effects of tetraethyl would turn 
out to negligible for human health. Similarly, Philip Morris 
(who asserted for decades that tobacco is safe to smoke) may 
have thought that while the evidence of carcinogenic effects 
was convincing, conclusive proof was yet to be found. Group 
lies involving uncertainty are not merely a conceptual possibil-
ity. They are central cases, and as such they call for a refine-
ment in our definition of group lying (cf. Ludwig 2019, fn 12).

Luckily, fine-grained accounts of insincerity that can han-
dle these cases are available. We could take inspiration from 
Carson (2006; 2010) and Sorensen (2007, p. 256; 2011, p. 
407), who have characterised insincerity as the absence of a 
belief in the truth of the asserted proposition (as opposed to 
an active belief in its falsity). The refined insincerity condi-
tion would read:

(G-InsIncere-WeAk)  G does not believe that p is true.

 Plugged into the Group LIe schemA, this condition classifies 
IrAq WAr as a group lie. Arguably, however, it’s unable to 
track the intuitive distinction between lying and bullshitting, 
as shown by the following example (modified from Lackey 
2020a, pp. 197–98):

oIL compAny

After the oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico, BP began 
spraying dispersants in the clean-up process that were 
criticized by environmental groups for their level of 
toxicity. In response to this outcry, the executive man-
agement team of BP convened and its members jointly 
accepted to reply that the dispersants being used are 
safe and pose no threat to the environment, a view that 
was then made public through all the major media out-
lets. It later turned out that BP’s executive manage-
ment team had no idea whether the claim was true, 
and they never even attempted to check whether it was. 
Their reply simply served their purpose of financial 
and reputational preservation.

Since BP didn’t even check whether the claim was true, 
its statement should arguably be classified as bullshit, rather 

than lying (Frankfurt 2005, p. 55; Saul 2012, p. 20; Mar-
sili 2014; 2018b, p. 175; Falkenberg 1988, p. 93; Meibauer 
2014, p. 162). However, G-InsIncere-WeAk classifies it as a 
lie, since BP lacks a belief in the asserted proposition. If we 
want to keep these notions apart (cf. Lackey 2018a, p. 278; 
2020a), G-InsIncere-WeAk will not do, because it conflates 
group bullshit with group lying.34

In earlier work (Marsili 2014, 2018b, 2021a, 2022a), I 
proposed an alternative way to characterise graded insincer-
ity: an assertion is insincere if the speaker finds it is more 
likely to be false than true. Applied to groups:

(G-InsIncere-GrADeD)  G is more confident in the falsity 
of p than in its truth.

 According to G-InsIncere-GrADeD, oIL compAny is not a 
lie: since BP didn’t assess the veracity of its claim, there 
is no sense in which BP is more confident in the falsity of 
p than its truth. This criterion also correctly classifies IrAq 
WAr as a lie, since the council opined that their statement 
was more likely to be false than true.35 However, as we are 
about to see, there are cases that also this account has trouble 
handling.

5.2  Group Lying and Group Intentions

It has been pointed out that an individual can lie by misrep-
resenting their intentions, rather than their beliefs (Marsili 
2016). Suppose I promise my jealous fiancée that I’ll never 
kiss Gelsomina. I promise this because I’m aware that I have 
virtually no chance of kissing Gelsomina: she doesn’t recip-
rocate my infatuation for her—in fact, she finds me repul-
sive. However, I have not been honest to my fiancée: I fully 

35 Two caveats are in order here. First, as already noted in Marsili 
(2014; 2018b; 2021a; 2022a), criteria like G-InsIncere-GrADeD should 
not be understood as positing sharp boundaries. “Sincere” is a grada-
ble adjective, whose strength depends (among other factors) on how 
confident the speaker is in the falsity of a proposition. The more con-
fident the group is in the falsity of what it asserts, the more straight-
forward its lie. Second, a refinement might be needed to handle cases 
of misspeaking and self-deception (more generally: cases where G 
honestly believes that G is asserting a true proposition, but G actually 
believes p to be false). I consider refinements that might help in Mar-
sili (2017, chap. A, 1.2; 2018b, 174, fn8; 176; 2021c), but alternative 
options are available (Sorensen 2011; Saul 2012, 15–19; Fallis 2012; 
Stokke 2014; Pepp 2018). Both caveats apply also to the derivative 
criterion discussed in the next section, InsIncere-2*.

34 Arguably, G-InsIncere-WeAk has a further problem: sincere asser-
tions for which a group has low confidence are incorrectly treated 
as lies. Imagine a group G such that (i) G asserts that tomorrow will 
rain, (ii) G is confident that it will most likely rain, but (iii) G isn’t 
confident enough to believe that it will. G’s statement is surely mis-
leading (since G communicated more confidence than appropriate), 
but (against G-InsIncere-WeAk) it would be odd to call it lying, since 
G is confident that what G said is most likely true.

33 I am stipulating this ex-hypothesi, but the scenario might need to 
be adjusted depending on one’s account of group belief. Whatever 
the conditions for being in a certain doxastic state are, the scenario 
should be interpreted (and, if needed, amended) so that the USNSC 
meets the condition for being confident that the statement is false, but 
not the conditions for full belief.



379Group Assertions and Group Lies  

1 3

intend to kiss Gelsomina if she were to suddenly change her 
dispositions and try to kiss me. Intuitively, my promise is 
insincere: I lack an intention to act as I promise. Most people 
would agree that I lied to my fiancée.36

Generalising, lying is not always a matter of misrepre-
senting doxastic states: sometimes it involves misrepresent-
ing your intentions without misrepresenting your beliefs. 
And groups can lie in this way, too:

unIversIty FunDInG

Every year, the Faculty of Tetrapiloctomy receives fund-
ing from various donors. One of them, E-Corp, has just 
been involved in a terrible scandal. Students wrote a 
petition to ask the faculty not to accept E-Corp funding 
in the future. But the faculty desperately needs money. 
They meet to consider their options. A professor notes 
that E-Corp is going through financial hardship since the 
scandal, and they will almost certainly cut all funding to 
academic institutions. All Faculty members agree: they 
all believe that it is virtually impossible that E-Corp fund-
ing will be available in the future. At the same time, they 
collectively agree that funding is needed. They deliber-
ate that if (against all likelihood) E-Corp funding were 
to become available, the faculty will accept it. But they 
also decide that it’s preferable to let the students believe 
that the faculty would not accept E-Corp funding. The 
next day, the faculty’s spokesperson sends an email to all 
students, solemnly pledging that “the faculty will never 
accept funding from E-Corp in the future”.

 Intuitively, the Faculty of Tetrapiloctomy is lying about 
their funding plans. The case is analogous to the individual 
lie example, which involved a promise that was sincere in 
terms of belief (I believe I won’t kiss Gelsomina) but not in 
terms of intention (I intend to kiss her if possible). Similarly, 
although the faculty believes that funding won’t be available, 
it intends to accept it (if, against all odds, their predictions 
turn out to be mistaken). Their pledge is clearly mendacious. 
But the Faculty is aware that E-Corp funding will almost 
certainly never be available, so the statement is not classified 
as a lie by G-InsIncere-GrADeD.

The example shows that a good insincerity condition 
should capture both insincere intentions and insincere 
beliefs. To incorporate both into the definition, we can take 
inspiration from existing speech-act theoretic analyses. 
Speech act theorists typically define insincerity as a discrep-
ancy between the psychological state in which the speaker 
is and the state expressed by their utterance (Searle 1969; 
Falkenberg 1988; Marsili 2014; 2016; Stokke 2014; 2018). 

The underlying idea is that, by performing a speech act, a 
speaker can express37 psychological states, thereby repre-
senting themselves as being in those states (e.g., by shouting 
“ouch!”, I represent myself as being in pain). Whenever the 
speaker misrepresents the state that they are in, the speaker 
is insincere. Accordingly, group insincerity can be defined 
as follows:

A Group G is insincere iff:

(InsIncere-1) By performing a speech act F(p), G 
expresses a psychological state Ψ(p).
(InsIncere-2) G is not in state Ψ(p).

 This works for unIversIty FunDInG. The utterance “we sol-
emnly pledge that the faculty will never accept funding from 
E-Corp” expresses two psychological states: an intention not 
to accept funding, and a belief that the faculty will not accept 
funding.38 According to InsIncere-2, the faculty is insincere 
if the faculty believes that they will accept funding, or if they 
intend to accept funding, or both. Since the faculty intends 
to accept funding, their statement is correctly classified as 
insincere.

This definition, however, cannot accommodate the dif-
ference between group lying and group bullshitting. In oIL 
compAny, BP doesn’t believe that the dispersants they used 
are safe (they have no idea whether they are), so their state-
ment would be classified as a lie. To rule out group bullshit-
ting, the definition should be narrowed down. A solution is 
to replace InsIncere-2 with InsIncere-2*, which is derived 
from G-InsIncere-GrADeD:

(InsIncere-2*)  S is closer to Ψ-ing(¬p) than Ψ-ing(p).

 The notion of “being closer to a mental state than another” 
introduced here is meant to be a term of art. We saw that 
graded beliefs can be thought of as falling on a spectrum, with 
full conviction in a proposition at one end and full conviction 
in its negation at the other. For instance, in IrAq WAr, the 
USNSC was more confident in the falsity of their statement 
than in its truth, and therefore closer to believing that what 
they said is false. The notion of closeness is meant to apply 
to dichotomic mental states like intentions, too. In unIversIty 
FunDInG, the faculty intends to accept funding: they are closer 
to intending to accept it than they are to not intending to accept 
it—so their statement is insincere by InsIncere-2*’s light.

36 This claim is empirically verified: people overwhelmingly classify 
this kind of promises as lies (Marsili 2016).

37 Following a standard account (Hare 1952, p. 13, pp. 19–20, 
pp. 168–199; Searle 1969, 626:60, pp. 64–68;) here I use the term 
“expressing” in a way that doesn’t entail that the speaker has the rel-
evant attitude (but cf. Davis 2003; Green 2007 for a different charac-
terisation).
38 For a defence of this claim, see Marsili (2016); cf. Marušić (2012; 
2015, chap. 2).
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So construed, InsIncere-2* meets all the desiderata. Since 
Ψ-ing can be replaced with believing, it can draw all the dis-
tinctions that are drawn by G-InsIncere-GrADeD. And since 
Ψ-ing can be replaced with intending, it correctly classifies 
unIversIty FunDInG as a genuine lie.39

6  Group Lying

It is now time to draw our conclusions. I argued that The 
Group Lie Schema should be refined, and I proposed three 
adjustments. First, against what was previously suggested in 
the literature, we should understand group assertion along 
the lines of PAC and CAC. Second, group lying does not 
require an intention to deceive. Third, group insincerity is 
best modelled in a way that allows for graded-belief lies 
and insincere intentions. The resulting definition reads as 
follows:

A group, G, lies iff

(G-1) G asserts that p (in the sense defined by PAC 
or CAC).
(G-2) By asserting that p, the group expresses a psy-
chological state Ψ(p).
(G-3) S is closer to Ψ -ing(¬p) than Ψ -ing(p).

A qualification is in order at this point. While the present 
definition improves over previous ones, it’s still wanting in 
many respects. Many questions remain open—and depend-
ing on how we answer them, new difficulties will arise.

I did not attempt to settle, for instance, how group beliefs 
should be modelled. The examples introduced in this paper 
(unIversIty FunDInG, IrAq WAr, etc.) further complicate the 
task of modelling the attitudes relevant to group lying, as 
they bring more attitudes (credences, intentions) into the 
picture. While previous work assumed that an account of 

group belief would suffice (the only relevant possibilities 
being that the group believes that p is true or false), it turned 
out that a good account of group lying should also tell us 
something about how group credences and group intentions 
should be modelled.

Group credences in particular raise tricky questions. To 
keep the discussion manageable, this paper focused on cases 
involving consistent group credences: in IrAq WAr, every 
member of USNSC agreed that their assertion was likely 
false. But how should we model cases in which the members 
of a group hold inconsistent attitudes towards the asserted 
proposition? We might have a case where 20% of the group 
believes p likely true, 10% certainly true, 15% certainly 
false, 25% likely false, and 30% is simply uncertain. And the 
picture could be complicated further, by considering more 
fine-grained attitudes (and the graded attitudes that a group 
agrees to adopt). How we should aggregate attitudes in these 
cases, and under which conditions graded criteria like (G-3) 
would be satisfied, remain open questions.

Many challenges, then, are still to be met before we get 
a firm grasp on what group lying is—and the ones I high-
lighted here are by no means the only ones. The phenom-
enon remains understudied: this paper has tied some loose 
ends, but much work still needs to be done in order to under-
stand what group assertion and group lying are.
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