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ABSTRACT 

 The primary aim of the dissertation is to introduce a new theory of promissory 

obligation, the authority theory. The authority theory holds that promises are obligatory 

because they are commands we give ourselves, as authorities over ourselves. I motivate 

the theory by arguing that traditional views of promising can’t explain promises we make 

to ourselves.  

In the first chapter I introduce and detail the notion of a promissory obligation. I 

briefly recount some of the history of the Western philosophical views of promissory 

obligations, focusing on the Natural Law tradition from the Stoics, through the Roman 

and Medieval writers, into the 17th Century. 

In the second chapter, I introduce the notion of a promise to the self. I argue that 

vows, oaths and pledges are best explained as self promises. I then counter two important 

objections to self promises: That self promises can’t be obligatory because the promiser 

can release herself from the promise;  and that such instances of putative promise are best 

explained as expressions of acknowledgement of prior obligations. 

In the third chapter I offer arguments that the current crop of theories of 

promising are unable to account for self promises. I categorize three modern approaches 

to promising: prudentialism, which grounds promissory obligation in the potential harm a 

promise-breaker might suffer for his transgression; expectationalism, which grounds the 

obligation in the expectations that promises raise in promisees, and conventionalism, 
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which grounds the obligation in the convention of promising. I argue that none of these 

approaches can accommodate promises to the self, and that a new approach is indicated. 

In the final chapter I introduce the new theory. I explain how it is that we have the 

authority to issue commands to ourselves, and I argue for the probity of such self 

commands by reference to the existence of such reflexive authority in other venues, most 

notably in the armed forces. I also list the advantages the authority theory has over its 

competition, apart from its ability to explain self promises. I conclude by outlining a 

future research project in examining the meta-ethical implications of reflexive authority. 
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CHAPTER ONE

PROMISES AND PROMISSORY OBLIGATIONS

1.1- Introduction

Few moral judgments are more intuitively obvious, and more widely shared, than 

that promises ought to be kept. In part, it is this fixed place in the intuitive and social 

realms that makes promises so interesting to philosophers, as well as a host of social 

scientists and other theorists.1

In philosophy, promises are of interest to a variety of different thinkers, and for 

different reasons. The primary body of work is in ethical theory, and this is so because 

promises are commonly taken to impose moral obligations. Thus an explanation of how 

such obligations attach, and how they function, is necessary for a complete moral theory. 

The result is a body of literature that spans the ages, and a bibliography that includes 

most of the important ethical traditions and thinkers in the western canon. Just as a 

sample, commentary on the source and nature of promissory obligations is put forward: 

 
1 For an anthropological survey that could serve as a starting point to work on promises in other fields, see 
Man, The Promising Primate, by Peter Wilson (Yale:1983). 
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in the Ancient world by the middle and later stoics, notably Panaetius2 and Cicero3; in the 

Early Medieval period by Augustine4; in the late Medieval period by Thomas Aquinas5;

in the Early Modern period by Hobbes6, Hume7, Reid8 and Adam Smith9; in the Late 

Modern period by William Paley,10 Kant,11 Nietzsche12 and Sidgwick,13 and in the 

contemporary era by Rawls,14 John Searle15 and Thomas Scanlon.16 

In addition to this impressive corpus of ethical thought, promises also feature in 

the work of political theorists. This is because promises are often thought to be either 

components of, or close cousins to, the sorts of arrangements or agreements between 

citizens, or between citizens and the state or sovereign, that constitute political authority 

on the democratic model. This aspect of promising has left another impressive trail of 

philosophical literature, one that starts at the beginning of the Enlightenment and 

continues today. Of particular note is the early work of Hobbes and Locke,17 and the 

contemporary work John Rawls and Robert Nozick.18 

2 The documentary record on the middle stoics is charitably described as fragmentary. We know of 
Panaetius’ writings largely thanks to secondary sources. These indicate that Panaetius wrote a text on the 
moral duties that formed the basis of Cicero’s, and later Ambrose’s, works of the same title, ‘On Duties’. 
3 Cicero, De Offiiis, I-7, On Justice 
4 Augustine, Sermons III/5 – 148 The Fulfillment of Vows 
5 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, SS Q88 -  On Vows 
6 Hobbes, Leviathan, XIV -  Of The First and Second Natural Laws, and of Contracts 
7 Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, 3.2.5 - On the Obligation of Promises 
8 Reid, Essays on the Active Powers of Man, V-vi, - Of the Nature and obligation of a Contract 
9 Smith, A Theory of Moral Sentiments, VII-iv  - Of the Manner in which different authors have treated the 
rules of morality 
10 Paley, The Principles of Moral and Political Philosophy, V - Promises 
11 Kant, Groundwork to the Metaphysics of Morals 4:423 
12 Nietzsche, Genealogy of Moral, II-3 
13 Sidgwick, The Method of Ethics, ?? 
14 Rawsl, A Theory of Justice  (Harvard, 1971), Ch. 52, pp. 344-348 
15 Searle, “How to Derive Ought from Is” in Theories of Ethics, Philippa Foot, ed., (Oxford: 1979) 
16 Scanlon, What We Owe To Each Other (Harvard, 2000), Ch. 7, pp. 295-316 
17 Locke, Two Treatise of Government, 2-8:95 -  Of the Beginning of Political Societies 
18 Nozick, Anarchy, State and Utopia (Basic Books: 1973) 
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Another, more modest corpus centers around promises as a feature of language or 

part of speech. This debate begins in the 1950s, with J.L. Austin,19 and his view of 

promissory utterances as ‘performatives’, or words that performed actions, and is 

renewed by John Searle.20 

Yet another area of debate exists among those who study philosophical 

psychology, or theories of reasons and rationality. Here the central issue is the nature of 

the reasons promises, or promissory obligations, provide those involved. This line of 

inquiry begins roughly with H.L.A. Hart,21 and is taken up in more detail by Ronald 

Dworkin,22 and especially by Joseph Raz,23 and his commentators and critics, such as 

Heidi Hurd,24 Michael Moore25 and Stephen Perry.26 

And finally, another line of inquiry concerns promises as the basis (or model, or 

relative, or some other close relation) of legal contract. In this line we find the work of 

legal theorists from Bentham,27 John Austin28 and Hans Kelsen29 to H.L.A. Hart, Joseph 

Raz and P.M. Atiyah.30 

19 Austin, How To Do Things With Words (Cambridge: 1962) 
20 Searle, Speech Acts (Harvard: 1963) 
21 Hart, The Concept of Law, (Oxford: 1961), see also “Are There Any Natural Rights?” in The 
Philosophical Review, (64-2:1955), pp. 175-191 
22 Dworkin, Taking Rights Seriously, (Harvard, 1978) 
23 Raz discusses this in several places: Practical Reasons and Norms (Oxford: 1975) pp. 35-48; The 
Morality of Freedom, (Oxford: 1986) pp. ??, and his reply in the Southern California Law Review’s 1989 
Symposia issue on his work (62 S. Cal. L. Rev. 913) 
24 Hurd, Moral Combat (Cambridge: 2000) pp. 69-88; also “Challenging Authority” in the Yale Law 
Journal (100 Yale L.J. 1611: 1991)  
25 Moore, “Authority, Law and Razian Reasons”  (62 S. Cal. L. Rev. 913) pp. 896-912 
26 Perry, “Precedent and the Common Law”, in Oxford Journal of Legal Studies 7, (1987),  p. 215 
27 Bentham, A Comment on the Commentaries, I-1-6 - Municipal Law 
28 Austin, The Province of Jurisprudence Determined, ?? 
29 Kelsen, The General Theory of Law and State (Cambridge: 1945) 
30 Atiyah, The Law of Contract (Oxford: 1961) pp. 23-25, and Promises, Morals and the Law (Oxford: 
1981) 
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My interest in promises here is rather specific, but central to the issue. I am 

concerned with the ethical face of promises, more specifically, with the moral obligations 

that attach to successful promises. What I propose to do in this thesis is to offer a new 

theory of promissory obligation, which is to say a theory of the source and nature of such 

obligations. My view is that promissory obligations are a species of obligations that arise 

from the commands of authorities, and that the authority in the case of promises is the 

promiser herself. 

 

1.2 - The Paradigm Promise

I shall begin with a definition of ‘promise’ and its related components. What I 

hope to accomplish here is merely a catalogue of the most central and uncontroversial 

parts and features of promising, with the intent of framing the explanatory target of the 

sort of theory I propose. I will not concern myself with the debates that exist over various 

characteristics of promising, save to note their existence. Again, my target is vital, but 

small. Rather I will list as best I can those features of promising that are most commonly 

cited by writers on the subject, and most widely agreed to by the same.  

 

Let’s begin with an example: 
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My next door neighbor, an elderly women, loves to gamble. But 

she doesn’t have access to transport to the casino, which is on the other 

side of town. Knowing this, I promise her that I will drive her to the casino 

on Wednesday night (bingo night).  

 

This little story shows us all of the standard components of a promise. First, the mundane, 

or non-normative components. There is a promiser, that’s me, a promisee, my neighbor, 

and a promised act, driving her to the casino on Wednesday. Further, there is an act of 

promising, where I say to my neighbor that I promise to take her.31 

The normative components of the promise are a little more fraught, but still 

relatively uncontentious. First and foremost, given the story above, I have an obligation 

to take my neighbor to the casino on Wednesday. This is a promissory obligation, and it 

is what the theory needs to explain. 

 Next, we need to consider the origin and nature of this obligation, at least to the 

extent that such characteristics are intuitively obvious. In this vein, as to the origin of the 

obligation, I think we can safely say that the promissory obligation is, in some sense, 

caused by the act of promising. 

 
31 There is some discussion of the nature of these mundane elements of promising, but again, I won’t take 
these up here, save for the issue of whether a promise needs two distinct people to fill the roles of the 
promiser and promisee. I will argue in the next chapter that promises made to oneself are proper promises, 
and this view is contrary to the standard view. When the issue is raised (and it is explicitly by Paley and 
Reid, and R.S. Downie more recently (Cf. “Three Accounts of Promising” in the Philosophical Quarterly 
(35,140:1985) 259-271) the unanimous position is that such things are not promises. 
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As to the nature of the obligation, here there are a number of issues that need to be 

addressed. Let me begin with some of the ways in which promissory obligations work in 

everyday life. 

Firstly, it seems obvious that the promise to my neighbor can be undone, meaning 

that the obligation be lifted or erased, in some circumstances. For one thing, if my 

neighbor changes her mind about the casino, and no longer wants to go, she can release 

me from my obligation.32 

Secondly, it seems similarly evident that even in cases where the obligation 

obtains, the demands it makes on me can be overridden by other considerations. So if my 

child takes ill on Wednesday night, I might have to break my promise to my neighbor to 

attend to her. Or, if I discover before Wednesday that my neighbor plans to blow up the 

casino, my obligation seems to vanish altogether.33 

Thirdly, in order for the obligation to attach, there seem to be some conditions on 

the mental state of the promiser, at least at the time the promise is made. Intuitively, in 

order for it to be a real promise, that is, in order for the obligation to attach, I must have 

made the promise consciously and deliberately at least, and quite possibly voluntarily34 as 

 
32 This feature of promises, which I call the promisee release condition, I will discuss at some length in the 
following chapter. It first appears in the literature in the Early Modern Period with Hobbes, and is 
acknowledged by Paley, and quickly becomes a standard component of theoretical treatments of promising 
(Cf. Sidgwick, Hart, Raz, Rawls and Scanlon) 
33 This feature of promissory obligations is a venerable as any, and is featured in the only discussion in 
Plato on the subject of fidelity of the sort that would encompass promise-keeping, Socrates’ argument in 
book one of The Republic against Cephalus’ view that justice consisted in the repayment of debts. Surely 
we needn’t return arms to a friend who has lent them to us, and then lost his mind, and demands them back 
while crazed, argues Plato, thus justice cannot merely consist in the repayment of debts. This is an 
argument from the intuitive premise that intentional obligations (like those brought about by borrowing and 
promising to return) can be voided or suspended by changes in circumstances. 
34 Whether promises made under duress are legitimate has been a topic of debate from at least the time of 
Hobbes. Hobbes takes the position that coerced promises are binding, at least in ‘meer Nature’ (Lev. 1-14-
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well. I can’t promise my neighbor something in my sleep, or by accident. Also, along the 

same lines, I must be ‘in my right mind’ at the time of the promise. No obligation 

attaches if I am crazed, or under the influence of some mind-controlling substance or 

power, when I say the words ‘I promise’. 

Fourth, it seems that some conditions exist on the part of the promisee, also. At 

least for the paradigm cases of promise, the promisee should know of the promise, and 

further, it seems that the promisee should also accept the promise, or at least be allowed a 

right of refusal. Without this condition, we would be hard pressed to tell threats from 

promises, and we would also allow for paternalistic promises, like a promise to a 

vegetarian to bring back a sausage from your trip abroad because you feel he needs 

fattening up. Neither of these seems intuitively appealing. Further, the paradigm promisee 

should care about the promised act in some way, and perhaps, although this is more 

contentious, the promisee should desire, or stand to benefit from, that act.35 

Now let me turn to some of the other issues of promissory obligations, a little 

more theoretical. The first thing to note is that promissory obligations have traditionally  

been conceived as moral obligations, and theories of promising in the literature are 

generally components of a larger ethical theory. Call this the moral claim. 

 
69) i.e., without the protection of the sovereign’s sanctions, although in this opinion he is seldom joined. 
Adam Smith, Hume, Reid, Paley, and others all agree that such promises are not binding. There is an 
obvious intuitive appeal to the latter position, but see John Deigh’s “Promises Under Fire “ in Ethics (112, 
April: 2002) pp. 485-506 for a persuasive presentation of Hobbes’ side of this debate. 
35 These promisee conditions lie at the center of a large and venerable debate, on whether one can promise 
something odious to the promisee. At stake is in part the drawing of the promise/threat distinction. Some 
argue that promises can only be made for things the promisee desires (or at least doesn’t dislike), and that 
any other ‘promise’ is really a threat. Others argue that promises needn’t be bound by such a condition. A 
(relatively)  recent installment of this debate can be found between Vera Peetz and Pall Ardal, c.f. Peetz, 
“Promises and Threats” Mind, (86-344: 1977) 578-581; Ardal, “Threats and Promises, A Reply to Vera 
Peetz” Mind, (88-352: 1979) 586-587. 
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The reasons why theorists typically take promissory obligations to be moral are 

not often explicitly addressed, but it seems plausible that the principal motivation is 

intuitive: promises just seem the sorts of things that reside in the moral realm. We take 

the fact that a person breaks her promises as evidence of her bad moral character. We 

employ moral language when discussing promises, even in cases where we are striving to 

be correct in our speech, such as when we are trying to deliver a lesson, e.g. we tell our 

children that it is wrong to break promises, and right to keep them, and we mean the 

moral version of those words when we do so. 

Of course, the fact that we act as if promissory obligations are moral is not a 

guarantee that they are. It is certainly conceptually possible that promissory obligations 

are not moral obligations.36 I will not here take up the issue of whether this moral 

assumption about promissory obligations is correct, although I will assume it ad

arguendo since almost all of the literature I will be using does so, but the theory of 

promissory obligations that I advance, what I call the authority theory, does not mandate 

that promissory obligations be moral obligations, although it is compatible with the 

claim. I will discuss this issue more thoroughly in the final chapter, where I outline the 

theory. 

 
36 On the tacit assumption, of course, that there are obligations that aren’t (at bottom) moral obligations. It 
would seem that at least some of the scholars who make the moral assumption do so because of the implicit 
syllogism:  
Promises produce obligations 
All obligations are moral
Promises produce moral obligations 
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The second theoretical issue of promissory obligations requires that we step back 

for a moment and ask why it is that we need a theory of promising in the first place. To 

do that, we need to recap what a promise is: 

From our sketch of the paradigm promise, a promise consists of a promiser 

performing an act of promising to a promisee, where that act creates an obligation on the 

part of the promiser to perform the promised act.37 The obligation can be lifted or 

cancelled, in some circumstances, and it can be overridden. The promiser must make the 

promise while sane and sober, and the promise must be made deliberately (i.e. with the 

intention of so doing), and perhaps also voluntarily. The promisee should ideally know 

and care about the promise, accept it, or at least not refuse it, and desire or stand to 

benefit from the promised act. Promissory obligations are generally considered to be 

moral obligations. A successful theory should account for most of the intuitive features of 

promising adduced here, although some counter-intuitive consequences can be tolerated, 

as with all normative theories, for the sake of other attractive theoretical virtues. 38 

37 I should note here that there is another traditional debate about the limits of promissory obligations, one 
that perhaps bears on the question of the nature of promissory obligations as such, that I will not attend to 
here. That is the debate about whether promises can create obligations (or even merely give reasons) to do 
immoral acts. Hume took the idea that promising, a strictly verbal, strictly human action, could change the 
moral facts of the matter, such that a bad action might be rendered good by a promise to perform it, as a 
reductio of the traditional view of promising, and contemporary philosophers still worry about the problem. 
Cf. Holly Smith “A Paradox of Promising” in the Philosophical Review (106, 2:1997) 153-196; and  Earl 
Conee “The Moral Value in Promises” Philosophical Review (109, 3:2000). 
38 I should note explicitly that what I propose here is a justificatory theory of promissory obligations, that 
is, one that offers us not merely an explanation of the role and function of promises, but rather one that 
offers a justification for the intuitive judgment that promises produce moral obligations. As such, the 
theories of promising that I consider are all ‘realistic’ about promissory obligations, which is to say that 
they start with the assumption that promises do, in fact, produce obligations. This premise is shared by the 
majority of historical theories of promising, but not all. Again, I will not take up here the defense of such a 
realistic assumption, nor will I examine in any detail the sorts of skeptical theories that have been proposed, 
save coincidentally to my task of examining the historical positive views. 
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So, to return to the question that began this excursion, why is it that we need a 

theory of promissory obligations? By this I mean, why is it that we need a special theory 

to handle promissory obligations? Because promissory obligations aren’t like other moral 

obligations. But how exactly are promissory obligations different than other moral 

obligations?  

The first thing we might say is that promissory obligations, unlike other moral 

obligations, are voluntary. Unlike our obligations not to harm others, or to help the needy, 

promissory obligations aren’t ‘standing’ obligations that always obtain because of the 

nature of the normative world. Rather, these are obligations that are conjured into being 

by acts of the human will. To say that an obligation is voluntary is not yet to say that its 

creation is at the discretion of the agent for whom it is an obligation (although that’s the 

case with promissory obligations) but merely to say that it was a creation of some agent’s 

willful action.39 

But promissory obligations aren’t merely voluntary, in this sense, since other, 

non-promissory obligations are also voluntary. Consider, for example, the obligations 

incurred in damaging borrowed property. If I borrow a hockey stick, say, and damage it 

deliberately in a fit of rage, I incur an obligation to repair or replace it. Such an obligation 

is voluntary, in that it came about as a result of my deliberate actions, but it isn’t 

promissory. 

 
39 For a more thorough discussion of this feature, see Neil Maccormick. “Voluntary Obligations and 
Normative Powers I” in Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society supp. Vol. 46 (1972) 59-78. 
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Promissory obligations aren’t just voluntary, but intentional, meaning that they 

are obligations not merely created by deliberate action, but by deliberate action intended 

to bring them about. This is much closer to describing promissory actions, but not yet 

precise enough. Consider the obligations incurred in having a child.  

We can easily imagine parents who undertake the actions involved in having a 

child deliberately and intentionally, in the senses outlined here. Deliberately meaning the 

actions aren’t spastic or accidental, intentionally meaning that they are done with the 

intent of producing an obligation (or set of obligations) to their offspring, say because the 

parents believe that shouldering such obligations will have a salutary affect on them (the 

parents). Again, the parental obligations incurred aren’t promissory obligations, even 

though they are voluntary and intentional. 

 

1.3 - Discursive Obligations

The difference between promissory obligations from these other sorts of 

intentional and voluntary obligations is two-fold: First, promissory obligations are 

created by speech acts. Call these actions ‘seminal speech acts’. So, in the original 

example, the communication between me and my neighbor to the effect that I promise to 

take her to the casino on Wednesday, what I called the ‘act of promising’, is the seminal 

speech act that creates the promissory obligation that I have to take her to the casino on 

Wednesday. 
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But speech acts can also be the genesis of other, non-promissory obligations, even 

intentional ones. For example, if I insult someone rudely at a party, I might, by so doing, 

incur an obligation to apologize to them. The apologetic obligation here is voluntary, 

caused by a speech act, and quite possibly intentional as well (say I wanted to have an 

excuse to apologize to the person, perhaps to make myself look humble in the eyes of 

another) but again, it isn’t a promissory obligation. 

 Which brings us to the second difference between promissory obligations and 

other intentional obligations, in the case of promissory obligations the seminal speech act 

doesn’t just create the obligation, it also informs its content. What I mean by the term 

‘content’ here is the action(s) or state(s) of affair(s) that the obligation is an obligation to 

do or bring about. So, the act of promising in the example doesn’t just bring my 

promissory obligation into being, it also details just what it is that I must do to discharge 

the obligation.  

 I call these sorts of obligations discursive obligations, because of the discursive 

character of the seminal speech acts involved. A discursive obligation is a voluntary and 

intentional obligation brought about by a seminal speech act, one that both creates the 

obligation, and details the contents of that obligation. 

 Two further clarifications. One, the term ‘speech act’ is meant to include all 

manner of communicative acts using all sorts of language. All that is necessary is that it 

be a communicative act using language. And two, the speech act needn’t actually 
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physically contain all the details of the contents of the obligation, it can merely refer to 

some detailing of said contents.40 

1.4 - Theories of Promissory Obligation

Now we can turn to an examination of the theories of promissory obligation that 

are available in the literature. The number and variety of such theories is daunting, and 

this survey won’t attempt to cover them all, but I think that we can glean some useful 

information from a closer look at the major branches of promissory theory. 

Let’s begin with a review of what a promissory theory must do. A theory of 

promising must explain the origin of promissory obligations, that is, it must explain how 

it is that making a promise imposes on the promiser a discursive obligation, where the 

contents of the obligation are laid out in the seminal speech act that is the promise. 

Furthermore, it is generally agreed that promissory obligations are a species of moral 

obligation. So the question is: ‘How does promising produce a moral obligation?’ 

To answer a question about how a certain phenomenon produces a moral 

obligation, we must first look to aspects of the phenomenon that are plausibly morally 

relevant. And while the history of promissory theory is vast and varied, almost all of 

those who have written on the subject agree that one aspect of promises is particularly 

 
40 Perhaps I should add two further qualifications. Promises don’t require ‘speech’, at least they don’t 
require verbal action. I can promise by merely nodding my head in assent, for example. In such cases, the 
text that frames the assent carries the content of the obligation, and for our purposes, we can consider it part 
of the act of promising. And some commentators (most notably Mark Migotti in “All Kinds of Promises” 
Ethics (114-1: 2003, 60-87) have argued that it’s possible to make a promise in foro interno alone. If we 
take this to be true, we would need to widen the definition of speech act again to include such inner events. 
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morally salient, namely, the ability that promises have to facilitate and promote inter-

personal cooperation. 

 

1.4.1 - The Coordinative Facility of Promises

From the Greek stoics, to the Early Modern sentimentalists, to the contractualists 

of the late Twentieth Century, all agree that promises are of interest to moral theorists 

primarily because of this coordinative facility. Before we go further, then, we should 

pause to examine this feature more closely. 

Promises are taken to be especially useful in aiding cooperation because they can 

be used to solve a large array of coordination problems. To see this, consider an example 

used by Scanlon41 in his discussion of the matter (I have reworked the example 

somewhat): 

Imagine we have two neighboring farmers, call them Alice and Bob. Both Alice 

and Bob have crops in the field that they need to harvest. Neither farmer is by themselves 

capable of completing the harvest in time to avoid losing much of their crop, but with 

another person to help, both farmers would be able to reap their harvests completely. 

Further, neither farmer has any antecedent reason to help the other (they are not, for 

example, friends or relatives). 

 
41 Scanlon, p. 297 
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Obviously, the best thing for the farmers to do would be to help one another 

gather their respective crops, since that way they would both be able to reap their full 

harvest. But the problem is that neither farmer has an antecedent reason to help the other, 

so whatever reasons they have to help one another must come from the scenario itself. 

Now there are reasons for the farmers to help one another that emerge from the 

scenario, but they are contingent reasons. Both farmers have a reason to help the other, so 

long as the other farmer returns the favor. So, Alice has the following reason to help Bob: 

If Bob is willing to help her with her harvest, then she has a reason to help him with his. 

And Bob has a similarly contingent reason to help Alice. Call these contingent reasons 

cooperative reasons. 

But these cooperative reasons don’t seem to be enough of a reason to get Alice 

and Bob to cooperate, for the following reasons. Since we can assume that helping the 

other farmer is work, and that neither Alice nor Bob wants to give away work for free, 

and since we can further assume that the crops would have to be picked serially, first one 

and then the other, then either Alice or Bob would have to ‘go first’, that is, one of them 

would have to help the other pick their crop, without any immediate recompense. 

Granting that the two have no antecedent reasons for helping one another, this seems like 

it would be irrational for either Bob or Alice to do. 

Now the cooperative reason is meant to supply the farmer who helps first with a 

reason to help in the following manner: Alice has a reason to help Bob first, say, because 

Bob has a reason to help her, if she helps him. But, the difficulty is that, if Alice thinks it 
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through, she will see that once Bob has gotten her help, his conditional reason to help her 

will vanish. 

To see this, consider again the sort of reason Bob has to help Alice. Bob has a 

reason to help Alice if a) he has a project that he needs Alice’s help with, and b) Alice 

will give him the help if he helps her. In other words, Bob has a reason to help Alice 

because he needs her help for his project, and that help is conditional on his helping her. 

But after Alice has helped him, then Bob no longer has the conditional reason to help 

Alice, because one of the conditions, condition a) that he have a project that he needs 

Alice’s help with, no longer obtains. After Alice has helped him harvest his crop, Bob has 

no contingent reason to help her, since he has no project of his own that needs her help. 

And since we stipulated that he had no other reason to help Alice outside of the scenario, 

then he has no reason to help her at all.  

Thus at best, Bob will get his crop in, and Alice won’t. But of course, the likely 

outcome is even worse than that, since if Alice is astute, she will anticipate this failure of 

Bob’s reason, and this will vitiate her conditional reason for helping Bob. So neither will 

help the other, and thus neither crop will be (fully) harvested. 

This scenario is essentially identical to the canonical formulation of the collective 

action problem known as the Prisoner’s Dilemma: there are four possible outcomes, 

corresponding to the four possible combinations of cooperation and defection of the two 

parties: both might cooperate; one might cooperate and the other defect; or both might 

defect. Further, the ranking of outcomes has the best possible outcome as a result of 

mutual cooperation, and the worst possible from mutual defection. What makes it a 
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dilemma is that it seems that rationality mandates defection for both parties, and the 

result is the worst possible outcome. 

The obvious solution to this problem, and to all prisoner’s dilemma type 

coordination problems, is to provide the parties with unconditional reasons to help one 

another, reasons that survive the satisfaction of the goals that led to the cooperative 

arrangement in the first place. If Bob had a reason to help Alice that wasn’t contingent on 

his needing Alice’s help for his own crop, then Alice could be confident that Bob would 

help her after she helped him, and the two could cooperate.  

And this is how promises can solve these difficulties. If Bob can promise Alice 

that he will return the favor, and help her get her crop in after she has helped him, then 

Alice will have a reason to help Bob that isn’t undermined by the fact that Bob has no 

cooperative reason to help her after he has received her help. 

And promises provide these non-cooperative reasons by imposing a moral 

obligation on the promiser to do what was promised. When Bob promises Alice that he 

will help her in return for her help, he imposes a moral obligation on himself to do so. So 

if Alice believes that Bob is the sort of person who takes moral obligations seriously, then 

she believes that Bob has a reason to help her, a reason that survives her helping him. 

In other words, the promise allows Alice to trust Bob, to trust that he will help her 

even though he has no cooperative reason to do so after she has helped him. This trust 

allows her to help Bob, and, if Bob takes his moral obligations seriously, then it gives 

Bob a reason to help Alice as well. Thus a successful promise can take Alice and Bob 

from the worst possible outcome, where neither gets their harvest in, to the best, where 
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they both do. Thus promises are solutions to prisoner’s dilemma-type coordination 

problems by dint of their capacity to induce trust in the collaborators. 

Two further things we should note about this coordinative capacity of promises. 

The first is that the sort of difficulty faced by Bob and Alice is a simple case, and can be 

made larger and more complex by the addition of more potential collaborators. To see 

this, imagine that instead of merely two farmers, we have a village of them, all of them 

facing the same difficulty. Promises have the potential to resolve these dilemmas in the 

same way that they resolve the simple case. In other words, in the jargon of computer 

programmers, the promising solution to coordination problems ‘scales up’.  

And the second thing to note is that the sorts of obligations that promises incur on 

their makers are discursive, which allows the promisers to tailor their reasons directly to 

the tasks at hand. When Bob promises Alice to help her with her harvest, Alice comes to 

have a reason to help Bob with his because she comes to have a reason to believe that 

Bob will do exactly what she requires of him in return. This specificity in turn allows for 

more complex forms of trust-based organization to emerge. If Alice is confident that Bob 

will help her with her harvest as a result of his promise, she can in turn make 

arrangements to complete other tasks she might have. Thus promises allow for 

collaborators not merely to trust one another, but to divide up their tasks collectively, and 

make more efficient arrangements on the basis of this division. 

The upshot of this is that promises provide a powerful, flexible and scalable 

solution to all manner of trust-based coordination problems, and they allow their users to 

arrange their affairs with much more efficiency than without them. 
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This facility for coordination, as I said above, is almost universally agreed to be 

the central morally salient fact about promises. But the facility itself is not yet an 

explanation of promissory obligations. All we have demonstrated by the above is that 

promises, were they to be morally obligatory, would be a solution to coordination 

problems. But this fact alone does not yet make promises obligatory. Merely because 

something is useful does not, ceteris paribus, make its employment a moral duty.  

In light of this, promissory theorists have generally taken the central task of their 

endeavor to be that of providing the theoretical linkage between the coordinative facility 

of promises, and their obligatory nature. 

 

1.5 - The Natural Law View

The traditional solution, adopted by the vast majority of writers on the subject 

from the Ancient stoics to the Medieval Catholics, to Early Modern European theorists 

and beyond (see note 42) was to posit a sui generis moral duty to keep promises, a duty 

that was in turn justified by the coordinative facility of the institution. A paradigm 

example of this can be found in Cicero’s theory of promissory obligations 

Cicero’s work on the moral duties, De Officiis is informed principally by the 

doctrines of the middle stoics, and especially Panaetius’ lost text. In it Cicero aims to 

codify a more Roman version of natural-law-based virtue ethics, and the text is likely the 

single most influential piece of Roman ethical philosophy ever written. 
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Following the stoics, Cicero offers four categories of moral value, with attendant 

laws and duties: The Truth, Justice, and two more particularly roman virtues, Spirit and 

Modesty. Truth is a value in and of itself, but the other three values take as their source 

the need to uphold and maintain what Cicero calls ‘The Community of Life”, or, more 

prosaically, the social order. 

Justice is the prince of the three social values, and it is the duties of justice that 

provide Cicero with his explanation for the source and nature of promissory obligations, 

exactly as in the stoic model before him. Cicero proposes the virtue of fidelity (fides)

which is a virtue aimed directly at promise keeping. On Cicero’s account, just like the 

stoics, it is a demand of virtue that one keep ones promises.  

More importantly for our purposes, Cicero and the stoics agree that promise 

keeping is a duty of justice. This is the start of a tradition that will dominate the landscape 

until the late 17th Century. 

The assumption that keeping ones promises is a duty of justice means that the 

subsequent theory of promissory obligations should, at the very least, share the same 

general features as those of the other obligations of justice. And, of course, on the stoic 

picture that informs Cicero, the obligations of justice arise, like all obligations, from the 

demands of the natural law. And virtue, for both, is the inculcation, in character traits, of 

habitual obedience to the natural law. 

Also, for the stoics and Cicero, the ultimate justification for any virtue lies in the  

way action in accordance with the virtue tends to promote happy living. Justice, as a 
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virtue, is thus for the stoics and Cicero ultimately based on the effect just behavior has on 

the lives of those who are just. 

Given all this, it is natural that the Greek stoics, and Cicero in train, appeal to the 

efficacy, indeed, the necessity, of justice for commodious living, as the ultimate 

justification for the obligations of justice. Cicero explicitly appeals to the need for 

maintaining the social order when listing the demands of the virtue. And like the stoics, 

he offers the traditional reasons for why fidelity (to promises, among other intentional 

obligations) is necessary to maintain that order. The reasoning is roughly the same as we 

saw above in discussing the social role of the intentional obligations: promises (and 

agreements and contracts) are a necessary condition of inter-agent coordination and 

cooperation. This is so because promises function as a means of inducing trust in the 

participants of cooperative endeavors, trust that allows them to expose themselves to 

potential harm in the interest of those endeavors. 

And this last points out another common effect of the classification of promise 

with justice, a tendency to interrelate, or inter-define, promise and the other intentional 

obligations, especially contract. Cicero speaks, at the very first, not of promises simply, 

but of our “words and agreements”.42 And the virtue of faith, for him and, we assume, for 

Panaetius, is one that encompasses at once the keeping of promises and the demands of 

honesty in contract, as well as the general demands of (non-intellectual) honesty. 

This ‘natural law’ approach to bridging the gap between the coordinative facility 

of promising and the obligation of promises is the most direct. Simply put, on the sort of 

 
42 De Officiis, I-7 
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natural law view held by the stoics, one’s moral duties were directly shaped by the sorts 

of considerations (the need for a harmonious and commodious life) that inform the 

theorist’s interest in promises. Fidelity to promises is a virtue, and consequently keeping 

promises is a moral obligation, precisely because such practice is so facilitative of 

coordination. We can call this operation that elevates the pragmatically useful to the  

normatively mandated ‘moral ascent’. Moral ascent is typical of the Natural Law view, 

where all sorts of moral obligations bear on people precisely because the content of the 

duties are pragmatically useful, or, more severely, because failure to perform such actions 

on a general scale would be disastrous. The meta-ethical tenet that underpins moral 

ascent  is the claim that the Natural Law, and thus the demands of morality, is informed 

by the mundane demands of a (minimally) harmonious social life. 

 

1.6 - After the Natural Law: Prudentialism, Conventionalism and Expectationalism

This sort of ‘moral ascent’ isn’t available to theorists who don’t hold the sort of 

meta-ethical view that the ancient stoics did. And for this reason, inter alia, the 

traditional began to receive some competition from theorists with more naturalistic meta-

ethical frameworks.43 

43 Although the Natural Law view never really faded from view. Hobbes adopts at least the vocabulary, if 
not the same underpinnings, of the Natural Law view for his important work, and Grotius (1625) and 
Pufendorf  (1672) continued to add to the tradition throughout he 17th Century, with Locke’s work 
(especially the “Two Treatises of Government”, 1689) being perhaps the jewel in the crown. And while the 
theory was somewhat quiescent during the early 18th Century, the work of Thomas Jefferson and later, 



30

For theorists who don’t hold a natural law view, the game is somewhat more 

difficult. As we noted, they must explain how the coordinative facility of promises 

produces promissory obligations without recourse to the principle of moral ascent. The 

general strategy has been to explain promissory obligations as arising from the effects 

that promises have on those involved, effects that arise as a result of the coordinative 

facility.44 

We can divide the post-natural-law theorists into three broad classes, based on 

what aspects of the worldly effects of promises they propose as the source of the 

obligations. There are those who point to the potential negative effects to the promiser of 

breaking a promise, and there are those that point to the creation of trust in the promisee 

that attends the making of promises, and there are those that invoke the fact of a shared 

the convention or practice of promising. 

The first sort of theory I call prudentialism. It invokes the dangers of breaking 

promises as the morally salient effect of making promises, is most naturally married with 

an egoistic meta-ethics, and it’s not surprising that Hobbes is the author of one of the 

most detailed versions on offer. I will examine Hobbes view in detail later in chapter 3, 

but for now we can just outline some of the theoretical space for this type of theory. 

 
Lysander Spooner, mounted a resurgence in the late 18th and early 19th Centuries. In the present era, the 
view still has important and eloquent defenders, e.g. John Finnis (1999)  
44 I should note here that I will only be considering non-deontological versions of post-Natural Law 
theories of promises, but this is not to be read as denying that there are no deontological promissory 
theories after the 17th Century. Indeed, Kant’s theory of promises is a widely read as any of the views I 
discuss here, and there is a tradition stretching from (at least) Kant himself to the present day (cf. Micahel 
Robbins “The Primacy of Promising” in Mind, Vol. 85, # 339, July, 1976, pp. 321-340). My reasons for 
limiting my inquiry to these non-deontological views are several, but the most important one is that this 
tradition has become the dominant one for present-day promissory theory. 



31

On this sort of view, what makes promises morally obligatory is the moral duty 

we have to avoid harm to ourselves. Breaking promises invites such harm, and as a result, 

we have a moral duty not to do so. There are at least two obvious sorts of harm to oneself 

that might result from one’s breaking of a promise. The first is direct retaliation, either by 

the jilted promisee, or by a third party who is angered by the renege. The second is more 

general punishment at the hands of others, by the exclusion of the reneger from the circle 

of promisers. Both of these threats are in turn made real and serious by the importance of 

promises as the facilitators of social coordination. And each for slightly different reasons.  

The threat of direct retaliation is made actual by the fact that people take promises 

very seriously, and are willing to commit to courses of action that could be very 

disadvantageous as the result of the promissory trust of another. This makes it more 

likely then that a jilted promisee would take revenge on the reneger. It also makes it more 

likely that third parties will be willing to visit punishment on the promise-breaker, since 

they will see him as having committed a grave transgression. And people take promises 

so seriously because they see that the coordinative facility of promises is so useful as to 

be necessary for social coordination. A promise breaker is seen as damaging a vital social 

institution, and thus a deserving subject of punishment. 

The threat of being cast out of the circle of promisers, or not being allowed to 

enter into promises with others, is likewise real to the extent that promises are in fact 

facilitative of social coordination. The more useful promises are, the more crippling it is 

to be incapable of making one, and if promises are as useful as the coordinative facility 
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story makes them out to be, then being cast out of the circle of promisers is a painful 

exile indeed. 

The second sort of post-natural-law theory, which I call here expectationalism,  

points not to the potential for damage visited on the promise breaker, but rather to the 

promisee. What promises do that causes them to be obligatory, on this view, is cause 

promisees to trust the promiser. This trust itself is something that has moral value, and it 

is the moral duty of the promiser to protect it, specifically by keeping his promise. In 

chapter three I will examine in greater detail Thomas Scanlon’s theory of this sort. 

While this approach is admirably intuitive, it has an equally obvious problem. As 

we saw, promises are useful in solving coordination problems by inspiring trust. Alice 

comes to trust that Bob will help her because Bob has promised that he would, and 

because that promise gives Bob a moral obligation to do so. But on the view just outlined, 

the source of Bob’s obligation is the very trust that his promise was meant to elicit in 

Alice. In other words, Bob’s promissory obligation both causes, and is caused by, Alice’s 

trust. This is an unacceptable circularity.45 

There have been several sorts of methods employed by trust theorists to get out of 

the circle. One way out is to claim that promisees have reasons other than their belief that 

the promiser has obligated himself, for trusting the promiser when he promises. Reid, for 

example, claimed that God made us so that we are prone to trust those who promise. 

 
45 This has been noticed and commented on by several scholars. Perhaps first remarked upon by Hume, 
there is a small field of contemporary literature on the problem, see, e.g. Anscombe (1968), Mason (2004) 
and Wallace and Kolodny (2002) 
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This, then would explain how it was that promisees come to trust promiser before those 

promisers have an obligation to keep their promises. 

One popular sort of non-obligatory promisee reason is the presence of an 

established institution of promising shared by the promiser and promisee. Suppose that 

Alice and Bob live in a society that has a well established institution (in the sense of 

practice) of promising. It is understood, in their society, that when someone says ‘I 

promise’, they thereby incur a promissory moral obligation to do what they promise. 

Given this, when Bob says to Alice ‘I promise to help you with your harvest after you 

help me with mine’, Alice has a reason to believe that Bob has a reason to do so, since 

she believes that Bob has obligated himself by promising, and she believes this because 

of the social institution of promising that she shares with Bob. She’s actually wrong 

about this, since what really causes Bob’s obligation is her trust in his promise, but it 

causes her to believe that Bob has obligated himself, which causes her to trust him, which 

in turn actually obligates him.  

This sort of story can escape the circle, but only at the cost of making the theory a 

rather serious error theory. Neither Alice nor Bob is correct in their estimation of what 

happens when Bob promises Alice to help her out. Bob takes himself to be obligating 

himself by the promise, and Alice takes Bob to be doing the same thing, when in fact 

what Bob is doing is causing Alice to believe that he has a reason to do something when 

he in fact has none, where this will in turn give him a reason to do that thing, by causing 

Alice to trust that he will.  
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Another sort of theory that avoids the circularity problem places the moral burden 

of keeping promises not on the trust of the promisee, but rather on that of others in the 

society, usually those others who share in the institution of promising. I call this approach 

conventionalism, and the idea is cashed out in two ways.  

The first method used by theorists is to note that promising as an institution is 

fragile, and that the trust required to make promising work is damaged by those who 

break promises. Thus those who do so harm the other potential users of the institution, 

and as such they have a moral duty not to do so. The second method of making out the 

insight that breaking promises violates the trust of others is by pointing out that by 

making promises that we don’t keep, we take advantage of the promissory institution 

without paying our proper dues to it. In other words, when we make promises without 

keeping them, we ‘free-ride’ on those who have built and maintained the promising 

institution by paying their fare share, i.e. by keeping their promises. This latter sort is 

espoused by Rawls, and I will examine his theory as a paradigm of it in chapter three, 

below. 

So we have three different modern approaches to bridging the gap between the 

coordinative facility and promissory obligations, those based on prudential 

considerations, those based on the trust of the promisee (expectationalism), and those 

based on the trust of others (conventionalism). I will claim that none of these approaches 

can explain the promissory obligations that arise from promises we make to ourselves. 

Furthermore, the reasons for this incompatibility are the same in all three cases, namely 

because of the other-directed nature of any promissory theory based on the coordinative 
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facility, and thus a theory that combined the three appeals would be no better off in that 

area. 

 

1.7 - Summary of Following Chapters

I have three goals in this project: To establish that self promises are in fact real 

promises, and that they bring with them moral obligations; to establish that the traditional 

theories of promising are unable to account for these reflexive promissory obligations; 

and to offer a new theory of promissory obligations that can account for self-promises. 

Towards those ends, there are three sections that follow. 

The next chapter seeks to establish the reality of promises to the self. I do so by 

arguing that a number of promissory phenomena, such as resolutions, vows, oaths and 

pledges, are best understood as promises to the self. The arguments I offer in favor of 

such a reading are both positive ones in favor of the view, and negative ones, against 

other possible construals, including skeptical ones. 

Having established the reality of self promises, the third chapter will argue that 

the traditional approaches to explaining promissory obligations can’t easily accommodate 

them. I consider three views in detail, those of Thomas Hobbes, John Rawls and Thomas 

Scanlon. These three were selected because between them they represent the three major 

avenues that theorists of promising have taken since the abandonment of the natural law. 
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I offer arguments that each view in turn is incapable of explaining the obligations 

produced by promises to the self, and in the summary I offer my diagnoses as to why this 

is so, and point out what a theory must have to accommodate self-promises successfully. 

In doing so I offer what I think is a pervasive criticism of much of the promissory theory 

available in the literature, namely that these theories are essentially other-directed, and 

that this fact prevents them from accommodating reflexive promises. Further, I argue that 

the reason for this failure is a basic and pervasive mistake about the relationship between 

the function of promises, and their normative shape. 

In the final chapter I offer my theory of promissory obligation, one that makes 

them out to be a species of authoritative obligations, specifically, commands the promiser 

gives himself. I argue that it is both possible and plausible that we have command 

authority over ourselves, and that such a command is a plausible explanation for the 

source of promissory obligations. I argue that the authority theory best explains not only 

inter-personal, but also reflexive promissory obligations, and that this is because the 

authority theory isn’t based on the coordinative facility of promises, and thus isn’t other-

directed. I then address some possible concerns for the authority theory. Specifically, I 

offer rebuttals to objections that reflexive command authority is incoherent or impossible. 

In the final section I outline the advantages the authority theory has over the other 

theories on offer. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

PROMISES TO THE SELF

2.1 – Introduction

Promises to others are, I have noted, well established normative things. But can 

we make promises to ourselves? This is a question that has not received much attention in 

the literature, and where it has been addressed, the verdict is largely negative.46 I believe 

that we can, and I will argue the next chapter that such reflexive promises cannot be 

explained by any of the standard theories of promissory obligation. 

In this chapter I seek to make out that promises to the self are real promises, i.e. 

that promises made to oneself carry real obligations. My strategy for establishing the 

reality of self promises will be to argue that a variety of social phenomena commonly 

viewed as species of promise, i.e. resolutions, vows, pledges and oaths, are best 

understood as promises made to oneself, and thus that realism about self promises is 

mandated if we wish to account for the reality of these normative phenomena. 

 
46 There are relatively few citations here. As I discuss later in the essay, Hobbes makes the claim that self 
promises are impossible, in LEV II 25, p. 198. Also, passing mention is made in R.S. Downie’s “Three 
Accounts of Promising” in the Philosophical Quarterly, vol. 35, Issue 140, pp. 259-271. 
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I will follow the same path in each of the positive sections: Introduce, define and 

classify the phenomenon, offer arguments for its being a species of promise, point out 

classes of the phenomena with problematic promisees, offer arguments against the 

various possible construals of these classes as promises to others, and then argue for my 

construal of the phenomena as promises to the self.  

In the latter sections I deal with two important objections to the claim that 

promises to the self are proper promises. The first is what I call expressivism, a broad 

skeptical position that denies that the phenomena I adduce are promises at all, and claims 

instead that they are rather a species of expression or demonstration of a prior (or at least 

alternately sourced) obligation.  

The second is an objection against the possibility of obligating oneself alone. The 

claim is that the power of the promisee to release the promiser from her obligation (what 

I called above the promisee release condition) means that the self promiser can release 

herself from her obligation, and that this in turn means she was never really obligated at 

all. 

 

2.2 - Promises to the Self

First, I should outline what I mean by promises to the self. Promises to the self, 

like they sound, are promises where the promiser and promisee are one and the same 

person. The first thing to note in support of self promises as proper promises is that talk 
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of promises to the self is a natural part of the social landscape. Phrases like “I promised 

myself that I would stop smoking this year” or “I promised myself that I would work out 

every week” are perfectly acceptable, understandable, and commonplace.  In fact, we 

have a term reserved for just these sorts of things, ‘resolutions’, as in the cultural 

phenomenon of ‘New Year’s Resolutions’. 

But there is another explanation available for this sort of phenomena. When we 

say ‘I hereby resolve. . .’, we might be using a metaphorical phrase, as a way of 

expressing our firm intentions to perform future actions. Perhaps what appear to be self 

promises are in fact just ritualistic ways of expressing one’s intentions to perform the 

act(s) that one ‘promises’ to oneself. We might employ such a metaphor to let others 

know that we are firm in our resolve to perform the ‘promised’ action, as the metaphor 

trades on the fact that real promises are morally obligatory. This anti-realist explanation 

of self promises is, I think, the only plausible competitor to the realist thesis, and a 

defense of realism about self promises should offer advantages the realist view has over 

the metaphorical one.47 

Again, the crucial difference between the two views is that on the anti-realist 

view, self ‘promises’ aren’t necessarily productive of obligations. Expressions of intent 

aren’t contracts, after all, and there’s no reason to think that merely because you frame an 

intention in a special metaphorical way for emphasis that you are thereby morally obliged 

 
47 This expressivist view is adopted by some of the very few authors who have considered the question, Cf. 
Heidi Hurd Moral Combat (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), p. 118. 
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to perform the intended act.48 So the obvious way to argue for realism over anti-realism is 

to provide evidence that what I wish to call self promises are in fact productive of  

obligations. And the signal difference between an intention and an obligation is that 

failure to fulfill an obligation is, by itself, a moral transgression. So what is needed for 

this line of argument is evidence that violating a self promise is a moral transgression. 

The sorts of self promises I listed above, i.e. resolutions to quit smoking, or to get 

into shape, to my mind, already demonstrate that violating a self promise is a moral 

transgression all on its own, over and above whatever moral wrongs there might be in 

smoking or falling out of shape. But intuitions on this score aren’t as firm as they could 

be, and some instances of the phenomena are certainly metaphorical, so let me bolster the 

claim by appealing to other cases of self promise, cases where I think our intuitions are 

more firm, in the cases of vows, pledges and oaths. 

 

2.3 - Vows, Pledges and Oaths

The first thing to note about vows, pledges and oaths is that they are important 

normative terms, which is to say that we generally assume them to imply moral 

obligations. And, like many important normative terms, they are subject to quite a bit of 

metaphorical use, which is merely to say that many instances of their use are on 

 
48 For a contrasting viewpoint on this issue, see R.S. Downie, “Three Accounts of Promising”, Ibid. 
Downie contends that those who make promises of the sort I point to here are ‘identifying themselves with 
the projects’ and that this is an ‘obligation creating circumstance’ (p. 269). 
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occasions when what is alluded to is not, strictly speaking, an oath, vow or pledge, but 

rather something that merely suggests or can be thought of as such, or something it would 

be humorous to call such. This last feature is a tribute we pay these terms for their 

normative value, in the same way that terms of violence and combat are appropriated  for 

metaphorical use because of their evocative power. With this in mind, I should note that 

what I am after here are non-metaphorical cases of oaths, vows and pledges, cases where 

we think that the person who has undertaken such a thing is morally obligated, thereby. 

 The next thing to note is that vows, pledges and oaths are, when they are 

mentioned at all by philosophers, taken to be different species of promise. There is some 

literature on these subjects, especially on vows and oaths, and all of it assumes this 

confluence. Moreover, this is also the common intuitive sentiment on the matter, as 

evidenced by common language usage.  

The terms ‘vow’ and  ‘pledge’ are as directly synonymous with the term 

‘promise’ as any terms can be in our language. ‘Promise’ features as the primary 

synonym-term in the first entry for both ‘vow’ and ‘pledge’ in the Oxford English 

Dictionary,49 and it tops the list of synonyms for both terms in Roget’s thesaurus50. And 

the terms are as intersubstitutable as any others. Further, the text of many vows and 

pledges contains the word ‘promise’, used as the principal transitive verb (e.g. wedding 

vows: “Do you promise to love, honor …’). 

 
49 The first entry for ‘vow’ in the O.E.D. begins: “A solemn promise made to God [. . .]”  and the second 
top-level entry for ‘pledge’ reads: “A solemn commitment to do or refrain from doing something; a 
promise, a vow.” (O.E.D., Oxford: 2006) 
50 In Roget’s reference guide, ‘promise’ is listed as a synonym for ‘vow’, both as a noun and a verb, as is 
the case with ‘pledge’. 
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The term ‘oath’ is similarly conjoined, but, being a noun, is not directly 

substitutable with ‘promise’ the way ‘vow’ and ‘pledge’ are. However, there is a special 

verb, ‘swear’, which combines with ‘oath’ to make a verb phrase that is, broadly 

speaking, substitutable in the same way. To ‘swear an oath’ is to promise what you 

swear, evidenced further by the fact that we use the term ‘swear’ in a truncated fashion to 

mean ‘promise’. There is more to oaths, which I will discuss these issues in the section 

devoted to oaths below. 

But beyond that, we should note that vows, pledges and oaths have the same 

(apparent) normative structure, and the same functional role, as promises. They are sets 

of words that, when uttered under the correct conditions, cause the speaker to become 

obligated to perform some action, which is in turn specified in the text of the speech. This 

is exactly the normative structure of promises. Further, functions of vows, pledges and 

oaths are the same as those of promises, i.e. to undertake commitment, to offer assurance, 

to demonstrate loyalty. 

So that vows, pledges and oaths, at least of the non-metaphorical sort, are 

promises seems to me to be a worthy starting assumption. This doesn’t mean, however, 

that we have license to infer that any instance of the use of these terms actually denotes a 

promise, with real obligations attaching. For even if we grant that vows, pledges and 

oaths are promises in general, any single case or type of these might well still not be a 

promise. This is so for two reasons: first, as mentioned above, some uses of these terms 

are metaphorical. If I vow to beat your high-score on Pac-man, that ‘promise’ doesn’t 

really come with a moral obligation.  
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Secondly, and more importantly for our purposes, given that our broadly shared 

social intuitions have room for fine tuning, it might be the case that certain types of 

things that we typically call vows, pledges or oaths, and that we take to be promises, 

aren’t such. This skeptical view might not sound that motivated now, but I note it here 

because I think the position will become more attractive after consideration of the case 

against the construal of many of these phenomena as promises to others. 

 

2.4 - Vows

Of the three phenomena at issue, vows have the longest pedigree. The term is in 

use from at least the early middle ages, and Aquinas is confident enough of its specific 

meaning to devote an entire question to them.51 The Thomist (really, the consensus) view 

is that vows are a certain sort of promise, namely, a promise made to god. 

 This traditional sense of the word survives, of course, in the modern vernacular. 

The promises clerics make upon entry to the church (or order) are properly called vows, 

and still understood, at least by those who undertake and administer them, as promises to 

the deity.  

But we also use the term vow to mean cases of promise where the religious 

connotations aren’t necessary, or are completely absent. I claim that many species of 

vows, vows that we take as serious promises, such as wedding vows, and vows of 

 
51 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae SS Q 88: Service by Promise, Of Vows 
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atonement, are best understood as promises to the self, as opposed to promises to others, 

or to god. Let’s begin with the wedding vows. 

 

2.4.1 - Wedding Vows

Wedding vows straddle the border between religious and non-religious vows. 

Some traditions still see the vows as promises to god, whereas others take them as 

promises the spouses make to one another. We should first get clear on what is meant by 

wedding vows. To start, wedding vows are the vows one utters at a wedding ceremony. 

But this only pushes the question back to weddings, and thus marriages. A wedding is the 

initiation ceremony of a marriage, and the vows are some crucial component of that 

ceremony. But what component, exactly?  

 The most straightforward answer is that the vows are the vocal expressions of the 

commitments the spouses undertake. This is evidenced by the fact that they are called 

‘vows’, a term used to mean ‘promise’, the social tool used in making a commitment, and 

that they most often contain the enumeration of the actual duties the spouses are meant to 

be undertaking, e.g. the duties to love, honor, and cherish the spouse, and to remain 

faithful, ‘forsaking all others’ as is sometimes added as rhetorical flourish. 

 Given these two definitions then, it is easy to see how we might think that 

wedding vows are promises. If promises are voluntarily undertaken binding 

commitments, and if wedding vows are expressions of intent to undertake such binding 

commitments, then wedding vows are just a type of promise. Again, this judgment is 
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buffered by the fact that the language of wedding vows is shot through with the language 

of promising. Indeed, the term ‘promise’ itself is often used, as well as its close cousins 

‘vow’, ‘pledge’, and ‘swear’. 

 So wedding vows are promises, but to whom? Again, the traditional answer is 

‘God’, as evidenced by the fact that they are called ‘vows’.52 The more modern, secular 

answer is that they are promises to the spouse. The reasoning underlying this claim, 

which I find is quite widely held, is the following: Wedding vows are vows to undertake 

a set of duties to the spouse. They are undertaken on the condition that the spouse also so 

undertakes, with reciprocal vows. Such arrangements are best interpreted as promises 

made to the other involved in the dyad. This then, is the principal view to take issue with, 

to clear the field for my self-promise view. 

 The view that wedding vows are promises to the spouse is both widely held, and 

as we can see, has some powerful arguments behind it. Let me add another such 

argument, before we get to the negative side of the case. There are two other sorts of 

social phenomena that look very much like weddings, at least from this theoretical 

perspective: contracts and bets. In both of these sorts of arrangements, (at least) two 

parties arrange between themselves to undertake commitments, commitments aimed at 

the other.53 

52 The O.E.D. definition bears this out, as does Aquinas (Summa, SS Q 88) inter alia 
53 I don’t mean to imply that contracts, exchanges of promises and bets are all identical, or that one of these 
concepts underwrites the other. There are good reasons to believe that contracts, for example, aren’t 
exchanges of promise (cf. Margaret Gilbert, “Is an Agreement an Exchange of Promises?”, The Journal of 
Philosophy, V. 90, N. 12, 1993, pp. 627-649.) I only claim that theses things are very similar to one 
another, similar enough for the sort of argument I make here. 
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So, in a simple two-party contract, the contractors promise that they will uphold 

the terms of their arrangement, where by this they mean that they will each do what the 

contract outlines for them. The contract itself is a way of making the arrangement 

permanent and enforceable, by making it manifest and public, respectively. Since the 

arrangement is for the purposes of the contractors, and since the duties outlined therein 

are aimed at the other contractor, it seems more than reasonable to say that it is as if the 

contractors promise each other the terms of the contract that pertain to them, i.e. they 

promise each other to perform the duties that the contract lays out for them. 

 Similarly with bets. A bet is a mutual arrangement, like a contract, and, also like a 

contract, the duties enumerated in the bet are aimed at the other. Let me note that to say 

that a duty is aimed at another is not to say anything about the persons (if any) implicated 

in the performance of the duty. One might have a duty to another, to honor a bet, say, that 

involved (in its performance) only people who are not the other bettor. So, I might have a 

duty to wear the jersey of a rival team for a week, a duty whose performance implicates 

only me, or perhaps me and those partisans around me who might care that I do so. But 

none of these people need to be the other bettor for the duty to hold, and when I wear the 

jersey, I do it for, in some sense of ‘for’, the other bettor. This is what I mean when I say 

that a duty is aimed at another: when the duty is executed ‘for their sake’. 

 And again, it seems perfectly plausible to understand a bet as like an exchange of 

mutual promises. Like a contract, and a marriage, the most (or at least one very) natural 

way to understand bets is as an exchange of promises. But just in case the case doesn’t 
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yet seem to have been made conclusively, let me take some time to consider alternative 

answers to the question: ‘To whom are wedding vows promises”.  

 Before I turn to the survey, a brief note about my methodology here. I will 

consider the various options, and compare them to what I take to be an unproblematic 

example of a wedding to see if there are any discrepancies. What this means is that I will 

consider a wedding a success notion, and the promises made in the wedding vows a 

condition of a wedding’s success. No successful promise, no wedding, no wedding, no 

marriage. A discrepancy, then, is an instance that would make the promise untenable, and 

thus the marriage as well. I will then appeal to the intuitive correctness of calling the 

implicated wedding a wedding, and the resulting marriage a marriage, to argue that the 

position can’t be correct. 

Although it won’t always be apparent, I will use my own wedding as the 

exemplar, with minor variations as the need arises, but this calls for a little disclosure. I 

was married at a drive-through wedding chapel in Las Vegas. Now I’ll grant that my 

wedding wasn’t typical, but I feel justified in using it as my paradigm for the following 

reasons: 1) It’s my wedding, and I think both it and the resulting marriage are valid, and 

more reasonably, 2) It embodies all the aspects of a wedding that I think are at the very 

core of the concept, i.e. a (minimally) public ceremony of mutual commitment with some 

formal/authoritative interface, the better to ensure both publicity and the attachment of 

legal powers and responsibilities. 
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There is one other matter to address before we turn to the question of the 

promisee in wedding vows: some issues involved with the sorts of promisees promises 

might have. 

 

2.4.2 - Promisee Conditions

In the first chapter, I outlined the elements of what I called the paradigm promise. 

These included certain conditions on the part of the promisee. There, I claimed that the 

paradigm promisee was someone who voluntarily and deliberately accepted the promise, 

and did so because they desired the promised act. 

 The reason I raise this here is that many of the sorts of vows, pledges and oaths 

that we will discuss below will be promises with a different sort of promisee than the 

paradigm. This is so because, as can be seen at a quick glance, many of these phenomena, 

while understood as promises, don’t have obvious promisees, at least not paradigm 

promisees. And while wedding vows have an obvious promisee (or rather, at least two 

obvious promisees, the spouse and the deity), in our consideration of other possible 

promisees will raise the same issues as in the other cases. 

 Implicit in the formulation of the paradigm promisee is that she is singular, and 

explicitly, the paradigm mandates a conscious, un-coerced acceptance, by direct 



49

communication to the promiser, of the promise, and further that this acceptance be 

motivated in a certain way, i.e. by her (the promisees’) desire for the promised act. 

 While this is, I think, a decent paradigm, it won’t do as the final word on the 

necessary and sufficient conditions for a promise. Even without considering vows, 

pledges and oaths, it would rule out promises made to children in their interests, rather 

than their current desires (I should be able to promise my daughter the family business, 

even though she currently wants to be an astronaut). It would also rule out promises 

accepted for the wrong reason (politeness, say). 

 And it would certainly tell against almost all sorts of vows, pledges and oaths as 

promises, since these almost always feature a non-paradigm promisee. Vows, for 

example, are traditionally understood as promises to God. But, barring divine revelation, 

God does not ‘accept’ promises, at least not in the standard sense. 

More worrisomely, some vows, and most pledges and oaths, unlike regular vanilla 

promises, aren’t directly aimed at any one person, in the sense that the text of the act of 

promising (pledging, swearing) contains no mention of the promisee, nor does it give any 

other clear signal as to whom the promise might be.  We are forced, when we consider 

such cases, to turn to various intuitively plausible candidates for promisee: One’s family, 

one’s compatriots, society at large, and others all seem plausible promisees in certain 

instances, but none of these can play the role of paradigm promisee. 

What this means is that, if we wish to honor our intuitions that vows, pledges and 

oaths are promises, we will have to weaken the paradigm conditions on the promisee. 

This weakening will have to allow at least for multiple promisees, and likely also for 
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promisees that are unaware of the promise, and possibly for promisees that would reject 

the promise if they knew of it, if it is to accommodate the standard forms of these 

phenomena. 

 I can see a number of natural steps in weakening the paradigm promisee 

condition. The first is to move from actual to hypothetical acceptance. This would allow 

for promisees that are unaware of the promise be the promisees, and thus for large groups 

of people to play that role. Similarly for promisees that are silent on the matter of 

acceptance, since if it could be made out that they would, in fact, accept, were they to 

pronounce, then they can be accounted as having accepted. So this route would allow for 

a religious explanation of vows as promises to god, with scriptural evidence to support 

the tacit acceptance. 

 The problem with this condition is that it still demands acceptance, and that 

means that, if the potential promisee would reject the promise, it is unsuccessful, and the 

obligation doesn’t attach. For groups of promisees, such as one’s family or one’s society, 

this raises some difficult issues. It won’t always be the case that everyone to whom the 

promise is ostensibly offered would accept it. What are we to say in such divided cases? 

Shall we claim that the obligation attaches if a majority of the potential promisees would 

accept? If at least one would? And why? It’s difficult to see a principle that would allow 

us to parse these cases. 

 Instead, what would be needed is a weaker condition still, one that doesn’t 

mandate acceptance, hypothetical or otherwise, on the part of the promisee, but rather 

merely requires that the promised act be of some value to the promiser. We might, for 
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instance, require the promised act to be in the interests of the promisee. This would allow 

for promises to groups that might not be universally accepted, so long as the promised act 

was in the interests of the group members. 

 The problem with this condition is that it allows for paternalistic promises, that is, 

promises made to people who would not accept them, and whose success depends on the 

promised act being ‘good for’ the putative promisee. It is paternalistic to promise me 

something that I don’t want, and even more paternalistic to claim that my rejection is 

unimportant, given that the promised act is in my interests. My example of such a 

promise earlier, where I might promise my child something she didn’t want at the time, is 

one where the paternalistic nature of the relationship makes such a promise valid. Absent 

such a relationship, however, it doesn’t seem right to allow promises of this sort. 

 We might require only that the potential promisee not (hypothetically) disavow 

the promise, in order for him to be said to have ‘accepted’. This ‘default’ assumption 

would catch many more potential promisees, who don’t really care one way or the other, 

about the promise, but at the expense of severely weakening the notion of a promisee, 

and thus a promise, in another way. If I can promise that I will do something to someone 

who doesn’t know that I so promise, and doesn’t care, then a promise can’t be worth that 

much. 

 Each of these weakenings takes us further from the paradigm, but, as I mentioned, 

the paradigm is overly narrow, and could stand some weakening. But the further we get 

from the paradigm, the less intuitively plausible the construal becomes. The best case 

scenario would be to have a theory of promises that made out our intuition that vows, 
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pledges and oaths were promises, with the least amount of weakening of the paradigm 

promising conditions. The more a theory demands such weakening, the worse off it is, 

from a competitive standpoint. Again, I raise these issues here because in what follows, 

immediately and in the successive sections, I will raise objects for various explanations of 

these phenomena as promises to others based on these issues. 

 

2.4.3 - Wedding vows as promises to others

With this in mind, then, I can see four alternatives to the spouse as the recipient of the 

promise made by a wedding vow. The betrothed might be making promises to:  

 

1) God 

2) The Church/Co-Religionists 

3) The Assembled/Families 

4) The larger Community 

 

Let us consider these options in turn. As for option 1), well, I don’t think too much 

needs be said here, save that we can reject it for straightforward Rawlsian reasons.54 If 

marriage is to be a social institution, and if we are to have democratic say in the shaping 

of such institutions, then, with Rawls, we oughtn’t to invoke unshared premises like God 

 
54 Rawls, Theory of Justice, pp. ?? 
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in our bargaining sessions. Ergo we shouldn’t propose that the central aspect of 

weddings, the promise to observe the duties of marriage, is a promise to God.  

 A less textually encumbered reason to reject the divine view is that it excludes 

atheists and agnostics from the institution, or at least it makes them second class citizens 

within it. What we would have is either a sort of ‘Don’t ask, Don’t tell’ Jim Crow 

arrangement, where the doubters must pretend that they are not, or a special category of 

marriage for them, segregated on the basis of their doubt, or perhaps a paternalistic 

arrangement, where we indulge the skeptics in their attempts to do without the divine, 

secure in our knowledge that God will out in the end anyway. None of these is attractive, 

I think. 

 Option 2) is a little more plausible, since churches and religions are actual social 

institutions, with tangible and morally important members. Also, 2) has some real 

historical precedent. Various churches had (and still have) something like this view. Or, 

more accurately, many churches believe that wedding vows are promises to the God/the 

church/one’s co-religionists as well as promises to the spouse.  

Of course 2) would require a weakening of the promisee conditions, from outright 

acceptance to at least hypothetical acceptance since it would be unreasonable to assume 

all, or even a significant portion of, ones co-religionists were even aware of the 

ceremony, never mind gave explicit acceptance. And of course, not all of ones co-

religionists might be disposed to accept even if they were asked, and this raises the 

specter of split promisees, where some accept and some reject the promise, and how to 

handle those cases. 
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And weakening the requirement further to such that the promised act merely be in 

the interest of the putative promisee doesn’t help us here. Strangers honoring their 

weddings vows aren’t the sorts of things that are generally in one’s ‘interest’. And we can 

easily imagine cases where the faithful execution of the vows was detrimental to the 

putative promisee. And even weakening it further, to include all who wouldn’t explicitly 

reject the promise doesn’t solve the problem for these cases. And, of course, weakening 

the promisee condition to allow for promises that they would explicitly reject is just not 

on. Not only would it demolish the line between threat and promise, and mean that we 

could promise total strangers things they neither knew nor cared anything about, but it 

would also entail that we could promise things to people that they hated and feared. That 

seems wildly counter intuitive. 

But on top of all that, the same Rawlsian problem recurs here as above, at least so 

long as we understand ‘church’ in the standard religious sense. Of course, we might 

broaden the definition of church to include non-religious organizations, (the 

Stonemasons, say, or the National Organization of Women) but that seems more and 

more ad hoc. It’s one thing to say that your wedding vows are really to God or the Pope, 

if you are a devout Catholic. It’s quite another to make the same claim about the head of 

the Kiwanis Club, or the people in your bowling league, regardless of your devotion to 

those fine organizations.  

In other words, marriage is at least historically connected to religion and God, but 

not at all really connected to non-religious groups. This last is meant to exclude other 



55

sorts of social groups, like one’s family, friends and community, that do seem plausibly 

connected to marriage. We will deal with these issues separately immediately below. 

Option 3) avoids both the religious pitfalls of 1) and the ad hoc charge to the 

modification of 2). Friends and family, and all who turn up for the actual wedding 

ceremony, are at least plausibly construed as important for the ceremony, and certainly 

marriage as a social institution has always implicated the families and close friends of the 

betrothed. But to say that these groups are the recipients of the promise is, I think, to 

mistake a public promise for a promise to the public. 

Again, we should note that 3) requires a weakening to at least the hypothetical 

acceptance stance on the promisee conditions, due to the large number of potential 

promisees (especially in ones family, although it’s less of a problem with wedding guests, 

seeing as their attendance could plausibly be taken for acceptance). And this raises all the 

attendant problems with multiple promisees of split promisees.  

But this is moot when we consider, firstly, that there needn’t be an audience at all, 

as my marriage indicates, and secondly, that the families and friends of the betrothed 

need not desire the wedding, the marriage or both. That your parents might disapprove of 

your fiancée is a story as old as any other we tell. This last wasn’t the case in my case, 

but I certainly don’t want to exclude people in this situation from either marriages or 

weddings. And again, I can’t see any plausible weakening of the promisee conditions that 

would allow promises to people who would reject them, or promises to people that aren’t 

in their interests. 
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And finally 4), the wedding promise might be made to the community at large. 4) 

has some intuitive legs. The community, like the families, are stakeholders, we might say, 

in the marriage, and thus they might be promise recipients at the wedding ceremony. But 

4) faces the same sorts of problems that 3) does, only magnified. The vast majority of the 

community at large might not know of, or care at all about, ones wedding or marriage, 

mandating at least a weakening to the hypothetical acceptance view. And we might catch 

many more of the community if we weaken it further to the ‘in the interest of’ position, 

on the assumption that observing wedding vows is good for the community as a whole.  

But even granting this very weak form of ‘in their interest’ promisee condition, it 

won’t do to say that wedding vows are promises to the community, for the same reason 

as above, i.e. the respective communities of the spouses (if they are distinct) might be 

opposed to the marriage (and thus the wedding and the vows), one or the other or both 

(and note further that not only do we have to decide in such cases whether the 

communities are distinct, we must also decide to which ones the promises are made.) 

Further, even in the case of a single community, even one without a significant minority 

population, the community might still be opposed, e.g. in the case of siblings wanting to 

marry. When entire communities are opposed to marriages between certain (or certain 

types of) people, it is often complicated and tragic, as the literary canon shows again and 

again. But it is not a reason to doubt the validity of either the weddings or the resultant 

marriages. Indeed, if this last were true, then many of the marriages that give 

communities sharp pains wouldn’t even be possible, and were this the case, one would 

imagine them to be less of a problem than the communities generally take them to be. 
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Just for the sake of completeness, we should consider another alternative, 5) say, 

which is some combination of some or all of 1)-4). But I don’t see any hope for this 

route, even granting the compatibility of the various options, since it would only help if 

the problems with the various choices were that they were plausible, but somehow 

insufficiently compelling on their own. But the problems I note for 1) and 2), that they 

are unacceptably exclusionary, and for 3) and 4), that they cannot account for marriages 

in the face of familiar (in the kinship sense) and public disapproval, aren’t evidence of a 

lack of sufficient force. Rather, they are problems that the views would have to address to 

be acceptable, and they are further logically independent problems, such that 

compounding the views would merely add to the list of holes that needed patching. 

 

2.4.4 - Wedding vows as promises to the spouse

By now we should be certain that wedding vows are promises to the spouse. We 

have a variety of positive arguments, and a slew of negative arguments against 

competitor hypotheses. So now we can turn to the negative case. 

First, we can point out that some weddings run afoul of the mutual promising 

proposal. For example, weddings performed when one or both of the spouses  is too 

young to properly enter into such a promise. This is yet another paradigm condition on 

promising, i.e. that those who promise must be sufficiently rational, and perhaps other 

things besides.  
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And ‘child bride’ cases are not the only cases where the one or both of the 

spouses might be unable to make or receive promises. For instance, the spouse might be 

being coerced, by their families, friends or communities, and, as we saw above, 

voluntariness is a condition of promising. And even without coercion, the arrangements 

of marriage might be so bad that the promise of the vow turns into a threat. 

Now, all of these cases are, I think we would agree, cases where something 

immoral is happening. Certainly this view is aided by our culture’s notion of marriage as 

an open compact between the spouses, and not, say, an arrangement between families. 

But regardless, even in cultures where different practices predominate, there will always 

be cases, and not a few either, where one or both spouses is incapable of making or 

receiving the wedding vow as a promise because of some immoral feature of the case, 

e.g. unacceptable coercion. 

But when we see things in this light, we see that we might well be justified in 

excluding weddings and marriages that stem from these sorts of immoral situations. I’m 

not saying there would be no intuitive penalty to such a move (for example, if a shotgun 

wedding isn’t a wedding, then what is it?), just that such a path is open, and there is a 

plausible argument to get us started down it. 

But there is a problem for the view I have been discussing, one that I think is in 

fact fatal. That problem is this: My marriage, like, I think, all marriages in the U.S. and 

Canada, and more importantly, like I think they ought to be, is dissolvable, by either 

party, for any reason, at any time, without explicit penalty. This is the core of what we 

refer to by the stock phrase ‘modern, no-fault divorce’. As per usual, the terms in this 
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condition require some ceteris paribus clauses, and some reasonable limits, but the idea 

is unchanging and important: a marriage in our culture is a compact that can be undone, 

by either party, without penalty. 

Suffice it to say that such a condition is emphatically not part of the list of 

conditions on a promise, nor does it form any part of the core of contracts or bets. Rather, 

such a condition makes a contract or bet otiose, I would say. To the first point, contracts 

and bets simply aren’t the sorts of things that contain an ‘out’ clause that lets any of the 

participants out of the deal penalty-free for any reason. I will grant that many contracts 

for employment allow for the employee to disengage from the contract at (almost) any 

time and for any reason, but this is the only direction this freedom flows, and so it must 

be, given the interests of justice and the relative strengths of the contracting parties. The 

same is true with bets. We all know someone who acts as if bets are the sorts of things 

that either participant might unilaterally release themselves from on a whim, but that is 

just (doubtless additional) evidence of that person’s moral deficiency. 

And as argument for the second claim, that such an out clause would obviate the 

need for a contract or a bet, consider what social purposes institutions like contracting 

and betting serve. These are ways of binding oneself to other people, of manipulating the 

normative universe to form new lines of attachment between us. But if these lines were 

such that we could throw them overboard at any time, and for any reason, then they aren’t 

really normative ties at all. Rather, they are more informal arrangements, perhaps lines of 

communication or expression, like holding hands, rather than the lifelines and leashes of 

the normative world. What would be the point of making a bet, if you could back out of it 
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at any point, for any reason? This would mean you would never have to pay up on a lost 

bet, unless you wanted to. But of course, if that’s the case, then why bother to bet at all? 

Of course, if your betting partner doesn’t know that you’re that sort of bettor, you might 

be able to take advantage of him. But if he does know, then what incentive do either of us 

have to make a ‘bet’? If the bet can’t be used as an argument to get the loser to pay, then 

it serves no purpose at all. Even its expressive functions, e.g. indicating seriousness on 

the part of the person offering the bet, relies on its prior binding function. And to be able 

to loose the bounds at any time, for any reason, is not to be properly bound to another. 

The same reasoning holds, mutates mutandis, for contracts. 

So we seem to have a dilemma on our hands. If wedding vows aren’t promises to 

the spouse, then they aren’t promises at all, since we’ve eliminated all other alternative 

stories. So either we change our view about promises, or we give up our position that 

wedding vows are promises. I will deal with this sort of skepticism more thoroughly at 

the end on this chapter, but suffice to say here that, of all the promissory phenomena I 

adduce here, wedding vows are the most obviously real promises, with real obligations, 

and thus the least likely to be explained (away) in this fashion. 

We might strike out on the first horn by saying that wedding vows are a sui 

generis type of promise, one that comes with a built in out clause. But this seems just 

hopelessly ad hoc, as well as deficient on the merits, as I argued above. The only solution 

to our problem here is this: Wedding vows are promises to one’s self. 
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2.4.5 – Wedding vows as promises to the self

Let’s bracket the intuitive difficulties with the notion of promises to the self for a 

second, and just see how such a construal works for understanding wedding vows. If 

wedding vows are promises to the self, and we hold all the other promissory conditions 

fixed, then cases where the spouse is unable to make or receive a promise are cases where 

the weddings are unsuccessful, just as before. Furthermore, the view doesn’t suffer from 

any of the flaws of the other views, 1)-4). This is because the person making the vow is 

(or almost always is) a paradigm promisee. That is to say, they do (or at least would ) 

freely accept the promise, and generally because they desire the promised act. 

And, of course, a normal wedding will have conscious, willing participants. And 

someone who is ready to honestly promise to undertake the commitments entailed by 

those vows almost certainly would accept such a promise. In fact, on the common 

understanding that such vows are promises to the spouse, the betrothed expects to receive 

such a promise during the ceremony, and she is prepared to accept it (again, if things are 

going normally). So it’s perfectly reasonable to assume that she would accept such a 

promise from herself. And note that what is promised, i.e. the promised act, remains the 

same, right down to the indexicals in the phrasing, between the two scenarios. In both the 

case where she promise her spouse to love and honor him, and where she promises 

herself to do so, she promises to love and honor him.

And further, we assume that the spouses are exactly the sort of people to whom 

these promises should be made. This was the principal motivation behind the spousal 
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view, and it remains an important consideration. Weddings are about the commitments 

made by two people to form a special union. The entire institution is designed around this 

dyad, so it makes the most sense to make them the recipients of their promises, rather 

than others. The only difference is that, on my account, they trade self-promises, rather 

than direct promises. But in both cases, the spouses are the ones who make and receive 

the promises, as it should be. 

And, finally, if a wedding vow is a promise to the self, and thus a marriage is the 

public exchange of mutual self-promises, then it makes sense to say that either party can 

unilaterally rescind the arrangement, by merely releasing themselves from their promise. 

If I’m the promisee as well as the promiser, and if promises to the self carry standard 

promisee release clauses, then my ability to let myself out of the promise is perfectly 

understandable. 

One might object here that, if a wedding vow was really a promise to oneself, and 

a divorce was a release of that promise, then a (unilateral) act of divorce would only 

release the person wishing to leave, as they would be releasing themselves from their 

own promise to themselves. But this means that a unilateral divorce wouldn’t release the 

other partner in the marriage, as they, like the divorcer, have only promised themselves, 

and thus only they can release themselves from the promise. But this seems absurd. 

Surely when a person divorces a spouse, they simultaneously release the spouse and

themselves. Thus wedding vows can’t be self promises. 

This objection elides a crucial distinction between the marriage and the vows. The 

marriage is a social compact, a mutual arrangement between parties. The vows are 
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promises, and, on my view, self promises. The vows are a necessary condition of a 

wedding, and weddings are necessary conditions of marriages, thus by transitivity of 

necessity, vows are necessary conditions of marriages. But they aren’t identical with 

marriages. A divorce is a dissolution of a marriage, accomplished (at least in part) by the 

release of (at least) one spouse from the wedding vows. As such, when one spouse 

divorces the other, she releases him from the marriage, but not necessarily the vows. 

While it is true that wedding vows are made (generally) on the understanding that they 

will be the fulfillment of a necessary condition of a marriage, this doesn’t mean that the 

dissolution of those surrounding assumptions entails the dissolution of the vow. 

In support of this last claim, consider the case where I promise my young nephew 

a bicycle for his birthday, on the understanding that his parents are too poor to buy him 

one themselves. If between the time I promise the bicycle, and the day of his birthday, his 

parents come into money, is my promise thereby nullified? Not at all, although the 

understanding under which it was made has been falsified. What this example shows us, 

apart from the fact that the undermining of the understanding surrounding the making of 

a promise doesn’t vitiate the promise, is that while I might be obligated by a promise, the 

promisee (or, in this case, someone with custodial authority over the promisee, the 

parents) might have a very good reason to release me from my promise because of the 

change in circumstances. In fact, those reasons to release me might be so good that, if 

they fail to act on them, and to release me from my promise, they are acting, at least, 

irrationally for so doing, if not outright wrongly or badly.  
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This set of circumstances is recreated in whole in the case of wedding vows, with 

the difference that, since such vows are self promises, the promisee who can release is 

identical with the promiser. If my spouse dissolves the marriage by releasing herself from 

her vow, she hasn’t yet released me from my vow (although she has released me from all 

the other trappings of the marriage). I can, if I wish, continue to remain faithful to her, as 

per my promise. But of course, I can also release myself from the vows. And given that, 

by divorcing me, my spouse has undermined the understanding under which I undertook 

my promise, we might well say that this is what I ought to do, and that I would be acting 

irrationally, indeed perhaps even immorally, if I didn’t so release myself. 

But do we think that spouses who have been divorced, but who haven’t released 

themselves from their vows, are still in fact bound by those vows? It’s difficult to say, 

since the examples are so rare and odd, but consider the following as such an intuition 

pump: Imagine a person who believes that divorce is immoral, and thus, on a normative 

level at least, impossible. If this person’s spouse divorces them and moves out, and the 

person never releases herself from her own vows, but rather goes on to live a solitary life 

because she takes herself to be still married, what would we say of her behavior if she 

suddenly began an affair with another person? More pointedly, would we count such an 

action as an instance of promise breaking on her part, if we were, say, interested in her 

continence in such matters as keeping promises? I think we would, and this is evidence 

that we are willing to give people who take themselves to have promised the benefit of 

the doubt in cases where the fact of the promise is somehow in doubt. 
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Another sort of objection to the above is the following: Perhaps the no-fault-

divorce condition on modern marriages is evidence of the flux of the modern institution, 

and that, as such, we shouldn’t attempt to draw any sound inferences about promissory 

obligations from wedding vows. If marriage is undergoing recent and drastic normative 

change, specifically as a result of the introduction of no-fault divorce, then we would be 

mistaken in trying to divine insights into the normative structure of marriages by 

reference to the provisions of no-fault divorce. 

This objection would have more traction if it were the case that no-fault divorce 

were a peculiarly modern invention. It’s true that in English North America the no-fault 

standard is relatively recent (the Family Law Act of 1969 in California is the first explicit 

codification of the standard). But as the Sharia law demonstrates, the principle of 

unilateral divorce-at-will has been fully operative, in at least some traditions, for 

millennia. 55 Further, no-fault divorce was practiced in the Ancient world, in both Golden 

Age Athens, and the later Roman Empire.56 And while the Catholic Church officially 

barred divorce at the Council of Trent in the 16th Century,57 the civil law of England and 

America shows a slow and steady erosion of this ban, first with the introduction of 

various grounds for divorce, then by a loosening of the interpretation of those grounds, 

and finally, in the 20th Century, by more-or-less explicit endorsements of the old Roman 

 
55 For a scholarly survey of divorce in Arabic and African Sharia courts, see Women, the  
family, and divorce laws in Islamic history Amira El Azhary and Eliazbeth Warnock Fernea, Eds. Syracuse, 
(1996). 
56 Cf. Charles Donahue, Jr. “The Case of the Man Who Fell into the Tiber: The Roman Law of Marriage at 
the Time of the Glossators” The American Journal of Legal History (22-1: 1978) 1-53, especially pp. 8-9. 
57 “Session the Twenty-Fourth”, The canons and decrees of the sacred and ecumenical Council of Trent,
Ed. and trans. J. Waterworth, London: Dolman, (1848) 192-232 
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credo “matrimonia debent esse libera” ‘Marriages ought to be free’.58 Given this history, 

it’s difficult to frame divorce as some recent and divergent aberration in the traditional 

marriage institution. 

 

2.4.6 - Vows of Rectification

Let us now turn to another category of vow, what I call vows of rectification. 

Unlike vows to God to perform religious duties and wedding vows, vows of rectification 

are generally aimed at righting some perceived wrong in the world. Perhaps the most 

obvious example of such a usage is a vow of vengeance. ‘Vowing’ revenge is, if not 

exactly commonplace, certainly recognizable, although admittedly more as a theatrical 

device than a practical occurrence. And vows of revenge won’t do for my purposes for 

another reason, revenge isn’t the sort of thing that is usually condoned by morality. 

Rather, most of the sorts of things we would normally call revenge (i.e. the extra-judicial 

visitation of damage on another as punishment for a perceived wrong) would (at least 

plausibly) be forbidden by the tenets of morality. And it’s a part of the paradigm 

conditions of a promise that one can’t promise something evil. 

But while vows of vengeance might not be on as promises, the rest of the class of 

rectificatory vows suffers from no such impediment. Again, what unites them as a class is 

their basis in the vower’s desire to set (or make) things morally right. 

 
58 Cf. Herma Hill Kay “Equality and Difference: A Perspective on No-Fault 
Divorce and Its Aftermath, 56 U. Cin. L. Rev. 1, 80 (1987).  
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The first sort of rectification vow are vows of atonement. This is a vow 

undertaken by someone who feels that they are personally responsible for some grave 

moral transgression, typically one that leads to serious and lasting negative consequences 

for other people. Such a person can ‘vow’ to make things right, that is, they can promise 

to make amends for their evil deeds. 

Another sort of rectification vow is a vow of punishment. A vow of punishment is 

usually taken by someone who feels that they have suffered unjustly at the hands of 

another, and vows to correct this injustice by visiting the proper punishment upon the 

perpetrator. In many cases, the vow of punishment is much like a vow of vengeance, but 

the action is guided not by a desire for personal retribution, but rather to see justice done. 

As such, one needn’t be the direct victim of the injustice to make a vow of punishment. 

Batman might make a vow of vengeance, but the crusading DA who see the damage 

wrought by gangs in his community, and vows to clean up the neighborhood by 

prosecuting them to the fullest extent of the law makes a vow of punishment. And he 

needn’t have been the victim of gang violence to do so. 

And this last leads us to another, more general type of vow of rectification, one 

which is undertaken by people who are moved by the existence of injustice, even if they 

have no direct ties to either the perpetrators or the victims. If I travel to some poor 

country, and I am moved by the suffering I see there, I can ‘vow’ to make life better for 

the residents of that country. 

What runs through all of these examples is the motive of justice. I think this is 

because we reserve the (secular) term ‘vow’ for promises motivated by these sorts of 
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ends. And this is of a piece with the original sense of vow, as a promise not just to god, 

but a promise to do what god wanted, i.e. what it is right to do. Vows seem to be 

promises that one makes to do normatively important things: righting wrongs, serving 

god, relieving suffering, in other words, things that it would be good to do, morally 

speaking.  

 

2.4.7 - Vows of rectification as promises to others

But vows of rectification are not so easily assimilated on the promises-to-others 

template. Consider a vow of punishment. To take a hackneyed case, imagine that your 

family is forced off its land by an unscrupulous real-estate developer, and, pricked by this 

injustice, you vow to study the law, become a lawyer, and defend your family and others 

in your situation from similar predation. 

I think it’s more than reasonable to call this a vow, that is, a solemn promise (to 

use the OED phrase). But to whom? There are several plausible candidates:  

 

1) God 

2) Those who were the victims of the injustice 

3) Those who stand to gain from the vowed act 

4) Society at large 

 



69

Option 1) we can dispense with for the now familiar reasons. 2) makes a much 

more appealing case, at least initially. In the above example, my vow above would be to 

my family, for example. This option is plausible because they are the victims of the 

injustice that is the cause of the vow. It seems to makes some intuitive sense to direct a 

vow of rectification to those who are the victims of the injustice. But there are some 

problems with this sort of answer. 

For one thing, the victims of the injustice need not be alive for you to make the 

vow. Indeed, some of the most apt cases of vows of rectification are cases where the 

injustice results in the death of the vower’s family (e.g. the Batman myth).  

So perhaps option 3) looks more attractive. I might, for example, in the case 

where my family has been slaughtered, vow to my children that I will rectify the injustice 

done to their forbearers. And, in cases where those who stand to gain just are those who 

were wronged, 3) still works. Further, 3) might be bolstered by the claim that there will 

always be someone who stands to gain from a vow of rectification, and while we might 

quibble with this, I’m inclined to agree, at least ad arguendo. But 3) has problems of its 

own. 

To begin with, those who may benefit from the keeping of a vow of rectification 

can be a populous and varied group, (like, for example, the poor of Calcutta) many of 

whom would have no knowledge of the vow. This possibility requires us to weaken the 

promisee conditions to allow for multiple promisees. And this brings to light a problem 

mentioned earlier. If we make the requirement that promisees only hypothetically accept 

the promise, then there will still be cases where not all of the putative promises would do 
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so. This is problematic because it results in us either having to treat people who are very 

similarly placed in different ways. If my father would accept my vow of rectification, but 

my uncle thinks it a waste of time, and would not, does my vow apply to my uncle? If I 

succeed in recovering some of the family’s money, do I owe him any share? If I fail in 

my vow, due to my lack of effort, does he have a right to chastise me? I think the answer 

to all of these is ‘yes’, but this is incompatible with the view that hypothetical acceptance 

is a necessary condition of the promissory obligation attaching. 

We can avoid this problem by weakening the constraint on promisees further, to 

make it only that the promised act be in the interests of the promisee. This has the benefit 

of allowing us to be bound to those who might not accept the promise, like my uncle, but 

do stand to benefit from its execution. 

The problem with this approach, as I mentioned above, is that the promisee 

condition it requires is too weak, in that it allows promises that are too paternalistic. It’s 

one thing to promise me something in my interests, without my knowledge, if I would 

accept the promise. But it’s another to promise me something that might be in my 

interests, but is something I would reject. This sort of rejection of a promise is perhaps 

evidenced by our use of the phrases ‘not for my sake’ or ‘not on my account’. We feel 

that people have a right to reject promises, regardless of the nature of the promised act. 

This power to reject isn’t universal, as mentioned earlier, in cases where I stand in a 

paternal relation to the promisee, as with my daughter, it seems like I can promise her 

something she might reject at the time. But this is just more evidence that the interest-

based promisee condition is too weak, as it is my paternalistic relation to my daughter 
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that allows for such promises, a condition that will not be present in the vast majority of 

vows of rectification.  

So if we don’t want to have to try and parse the obligations among various 

promisees, we must weaken the promisee condition to one based solely on the interests of 

the promisees, but this condition is too weak, and allows for paternalistic promises.  

And all of these problems are magnified in option 4). Society at large is a terrible 

promisee candidate, given that with such a large group, we are certain to find many 

people who wouldn’t accept the promise, and most likely many people who wouldn’t find 

the promised act in their interests, save for the most benign promises. 

 

2.4.8 - Vows of rectification as promises to the self

Faced with these problems, it might seem more reasonable to claim that vows, at 

least vows of rectification, are either promises to no one, or not promises at all. Let us 

consider each case in turn, beginning with the second one. 

Expressivists with regard to vows of rectification, then, are those who claim that 

such ‘vows’ are merely expressions of firm commitment. This view has some appeal, 

especially in light of the difficulties we saw in trying to understand them as promises to 

others. But for all that, it is still an error theory, i.e. it still requires us to say that those 
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who take and witness such vows, and who take them to be obligation-creating, are 

mistaken, and the ‘vow’ is in fact nothing but a display of sentiment. This might be a 

bullet we would be willing to bite, however, but I think that, while it might seem 

expedient right now to throw vows of rectification over the side to save the boat, the 

further evidence of problematic cases of pledges and oaths makes this sort of 

expressivism less and less tenable. But I will postpone further discussion of this until the 

last section. 

Alternatively, we might say that vows of rectification are simply ‘promises to no 

one’. This sui generis solution has the advantage of being ready made to accept the other 

sorts of problematic promises to come. But as a type of promise, I think it is very 

counter-intuitive. If a promise isn’t something done for the sake of someone, then I’m not 

quite sure what it is. This is not to say that such a category is incoherent, exactly. Only 

that it does some real damage to the intuitive contours of promise, and if we can do 

better, we should.59 

So this leaves only one option, it seems to me: vows of rectification are promises 

to the self. Let me list some of the advantages of such a formulation, before I turn to 

some of its counterintuitive features. 

For starters, the promiser is (at least most of the time) a paradigm promisee 

candidate, or at least much closer than the others involved. The paradigm promisee is 

someone who accepts the promise, and, ideally, accepts it because they wish to see the 

 
59 Although I should note that R.S. Downie takes this option to be plausible enough to attempt a general 
theory of promising on its basis (cf. “Three Accounts of Promising”, Philosophical Quarterly, (35- 140: 
1985) 259-271. 



73

promised act performed. This certainly accurately describes the vower in the vast 

majority of cases of vows of rectification. Someone who vows to right a wrong, theirs or 

another’s, or who vows to bring justice to an unjust situation, is almost certainly someone 

who would accept such a promise from another, so why not from himself? 

Further, the vower will always be in a position to know of the promise, and even 

in a special position of privilege with respect to the ultimate motive of the promiser. The 

vower is also always singular, relieving us of the problem inherent in multiple promisees. 

Now, it isn’t as intuitively obvious that vows of rectification are made to the 

vower as it might be, I’ll grant. However, the explanation does have some intuitive pull. 

Consider one paradigm sort of vow of rectification, the Batman vow, made in silence, 

with the only plausible alternative promisees (Batman’s parents) being dead. Barring 

promises to the dead (and not promises made to the dead while living, as in the case of 

wills, but promises made to the already dead), who else could such a vow be to, but 

Batman himself?  Generalizing a bit, many vows of rectification are or can be made in 

complete privacy. This tells against the makers of such promises intending them to be 

directed at anyone else. 

So vows of rectification, especially the sort that are plausibly undertaken in 

private, are, I submit, best explained by making them out to be promises made to the 

vower herself. This explanation allows us to maintain all of our paradigm promisee 

conditions, and it explains those vows made in private, where no other promisee is in the 

offing. 
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2.5 - Pledges

Pledges, like vows, are venerable things. And, like vows, when the topic is 

discussed by philosophers, the consensus is that pledges are a species of promise, or 

perhaps, merely a synonym for promise. 

 Common parlance shows the same view: the term ‘pledge’ is almost entirely 

intersubstitutable with the term ‘promise’, and the latter figures as the principal 

explanatory synonym in the OED definition of the former,60 just as it was with vows. 

 If pledges are types of promises, what types are they? We can begin by noting a 

broad distinction between pledges. Some pledges are promises to give another (or a 

group) some possession of yours. For example, if I pledge $50 to my local community 

radio station, I promise them $50 of mine. Let’s call these donor pledges. 

 The other type of pledge is a promise to cleave to a certain person or group, or to 

a certain style of behavior. Call these pledges of fidelity. There are at least two principal 

sub-types of fidelity pledges, pledges of fealty and pledges of comportment. Pledges of 

fealty, like they sound, are promises to be loyal (or obedient) to a person or group. An 

early example of such would be the pledges of fealty that vassals took to their lords in the 

feudal period. A more modern example is the ‘Pledge of Allegiance’, taken by citizens of 

a country, of loyalty to that country. Pledges of comportment are pledges to adopt or 

 
60 See note 49 supra 
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maintain certain standards of behavior. The paradigm example in the modern era is the 

pledge of sobriety.  

So we face the same question as with vows: If pledges are promises, to whom are 

they made? And again, the only reasonable course is some type of pluralism. Some 

instances of the term ‘pledge’ are metaphorical, in that no pledge is in fact made, and thus 

no obligation incurred. For the non-metaphorical cases, some pledges seem obviously 

promises to others, while others, much less so. 

 Donor pledges, as a start, obviously seem to be promises to whatever person, 

group or organization to which one pledges. Here we revisit the difficulties with multiple 

promisees, and add a new wrinkle. Can one promise to an institution, rather than a person 

or group? Institutions are treated like persons in a number of regards, we assign them 

motives, beliefs, desires and interests, for example. But can an institution ‘accept’ a 

promise? Let us, for the sake of argument, grant that it can, and pass on to other types of 

pledge. 

 Some pledges of fidelity also seem to be obviously promises to others. The 

paradigm here is the individual pledge of fealty (sometimes called on oath of loyalty), 

given by a vassal to a lord. This seems obviously a promise made by the pledge to the 

lord, a promise of loyalty. But what about pledges of allegiance to country? There are 

two possible explanations of such things on the promises-to-others template: they might 

be promises to the nation or institution itself, or they might be promises to the citizens (or 

residents) of the nation. The first option requires that we be able to promise institutions, 
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the second evokes all the problems of multiple promisees, in an exaggerated fashion, 

given the size of the group at issue in the pledge of allegiance. 

 

2.5.1 - Pledges of comportment as promises to others

But even if we can make out these sorts of pledges as promises to others, albeit 

with a weakening of the promisee conditions, what shall we say about pledges of 

comportment? The paradigm here is the pledge of sobriety. Whom is this a promise to? 

Lets review the standard possibilities: 

 

1) God 

2) The pledge’s family/friends/social circle 

3) The organization sponsoring the pledge 

4) Society at large 

 

Again, we can dispense with 1) for the standard reasons. 2) makes some intuitive 

sense, since we can imagine that in most cases, these people care about the promiser, and 

thus care about the promises’ being kept, on the assumption that what is pledged is in the 

interests of the pledge. But just as before, the problem here is with cases where this group 

is either absent, or divided in their preferences for the promised action. 

 What if a potential pledge is an orphan and a loner? Does this mean he cannot 

take the pledge, given that no one will accept it? What if, instead of having no family, our 
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erstwhile pledge has a family of unrepentant alcoholics, who have no desire to see him 

climb on the wagon, and thus wouldn’t accept the promise. Would we then say that he 

can’t pledge? And, finally, as before, what of cases where the group is divided, and some 

would accept the pledge, while some would not. What do we say in these cases, that he 

has an obligation vis-à-vis uncle Harry, but not aunt Sally? This seems very ad hoc. 

 The next possibility, 3), is that pledges of this sort are made to the organization 

that establishes the pledge. So, in our case, one would pledge to the church, say, to quit 

drinking. Again, this is at least initially plausible, since we assume that the church cares 

about sobriety, and we will likely have to allow institutional promisees to explain pledges 

of allegiance anyhow. The problems with it, however, are similarly evident. First and 

foremost, is it necessary to have an organization like the church or Alcoholics 

Anonymous (AA) in order to have or take the pledge? I don’t think so. Imagine it was, 

what would happen if AA, which is, after all, nothing but a fraternal society, were to 

disband? Would we then say that no one could take the AA pledge from then on? Worse, 

what about those who had already taken the pledge, would they lose their promisee, and 

thus their obligation? I can’t see how we could support such a claim. It’s one thing to 

promise an institution, like your soccer club, your loyalty, and, if the club dissolves, your 

promise with it. But it’s quite another to take the pledge of sobriety with AA, and then 

find out that the organization has disbanded. That fact has no bearing, intuitively, on the 

obligation you have undertaken. 

 Finally, on 4), we might construe pledges of sobriety as promises to society at 

large, or, more fine grained, promises to those members of society that I will have 
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occasion to encounter. Again, given the content of the pledge, we can assume that my 

keeping the promise is in the interests of those in the society at large. But, again, all the 

standard problems await: Multiple promisees, lack of acceptance, weakened promisee 

conditions, etc. Further, it would seem that one should be able to pledge things that the 

society at large would have no reason or interest in accepting, like a pledge of chastity, 

for example. 

 So, like vows above, it seems that some significant portion of the pledge universe, 

especially pledges of comportment, can’t comfortably be explained as promises to others. 

And so we are again faced with a three pronged choice: we can consign them to the 

flames, and say they (unlike their brethren) are not promises; we can say that they are 

promises to no-one; or we can say that they are promises the promiser makes to herself. 

 The negative case is untenable for the same reasons as in the case of vows, i.e. it 

seems too ad hoc to throw out only these types of pledges, and not others, given how 

similar they are to those others. And, on top of the problem of treating like cases alike, 

there is all the evidence that such pledges really are promises, that is, they have the same 

normative structure and the same functional roles as promises.  

 And the promises-to-no-one sui generis answer, like above, is a bit too ad hoc, as 

well as doing real damage to our intuitive concept of a promise. Moreover, such an 

answer denies the common intuition that there is a promisee in pledges of comportment, 

and that promisee is the pledge herself. 

 As evidence of this, consider that pledges of comportment are typically 

ameliorative. One takes the pledge of sobriety (or abstinence, or whatever) because one 
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feels that such behavior is good for one, or at least better for one than its lack. This means 

that the pledge is made ‘for the sake of’ the pledges. As such, it seems obvious that if this 

is a promise, it’s a promise the pledge makes to herself. 

 So, as was the case with vows, it seems that there is a rump of pledge cases that 

aren’t well explained as promises to others (pledges of comportment), and these are best 

explained as promises to the self. 

 

2.6 - Oaths

The final phenomenon I consider here is oaths. Like vows and pledges, oaths have 

a long and distinguished history. Again, the Catholic tradition, and especially Aquinas, is 

the source of much of the traditional understanding of oaths. 

 The traditional view of oaths is that they were invocations of the deity, that is, 

appeals to the deity to at least bear witness to the oath, and sometimes to punish reneging. 

This role for the deity is an extra one, not found in regular promises, and it is the 

fundamental difference between oaths and other sorts of promises. I call this role the 

arbiter role, since the traditional understanding is that god plays the role of witness, judge  

and punisher. The traditional view has god as the only arbiter, but, as we will see below, 

this is not the only possibility. 
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Aquinas61 classifies oaths into four principal sorts, with two functional categories, 

and two structural ones. The functional categories are oaths of attestation, and oaths of 

promise. Testimonial oaths are undertaken to offer assurances of the truth of the claim to 

which the oath-taker swears. Two common current expression of this traditional form of 

oath  are the expression ‘I swear to god’ and ‘As god is my witness’, offered as evidence 

of the veracity of a claim. 

Promissory oaths are, like they sound, promises to which the oath-taker commits 

himself by the oath. Here the expressions are often subtly different, using the preposition 

‘by’, rather than ‘to’ with reference to the arbiter: “I swear by god that I’ll leave you this 

land.”  

 The structural categories divide oaths into calls to witness, where the oath-taker 

merely asks god to act as a witness to her act, and curses, where the oath-taker asks god 

to punish her if she breaks her oath. Curses often contain a reference to either the act of 

punishment or the object to be the focus of the punishment. 

The two sections cross-cut, so that one might ask god in an oath to witness the 

truth of your claim: “I swear to god that this is true”, or to the truth of the future claim of 

your promise “I promise to return for you, as god is my witness.” In both cases, the point 

of swearing an oath was that god was taken to be both omniscient and incapable of lying, 

and thus his corroboration as a witness, either for the present truth of a claim or the later 

truth of a promise, was unimpeachable.  

 
61 Aquinas Summa, SS Q 89 Of Oaths 
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Alternately, you can swear a curse to attest your honesty: “May god strike me 

down if I’m lying” or to your fidelity to a promise: “I swear I will do this for you, on my 

mother’s head.” Again, both the omniscience and perfect fidelity of god make him a 

plausible arbiter, and in the case of curses, god’s omnipotence and his displeasure with 

infidelity also bear on the issue. 

Testimonial oaths can act as a supplement to a promise, where the promiser also 

swears to the veracity of the promissory claim. The classic example is biblical, where the 

lord swears to Abraham that his promise of the land is, in fact true. Both Augustine and 

Aquinas agree that what the lord is doing here is providing extra evidence that the 

promise will be kept, by offering himself as a witness to the truth of it, with his 

credentials of omniscience and the inability to deceive as the justificatory basis for the 

worth of this corroboration.62 And, of course, this can be done with mere attestations: “I 

swear to god that I will keep my promise.” Or with curses “I promise I’ll do it, cross my 

heart and hope to die.” 

But, of course, promissory oaths function as promises themselves, fortified either 

by divine witness to the honesty of the promiser or the threat of divine punishment. Only 

promissory oaths can function this way, of course, but there is little to deny that such 

oaths are, at least, a species of promise. As promises, these oaths are taken to confer 

moral obligations on the oath-taker, obligations to perform to the specifications of the 

promise sworn in the oath, just like a regular promise. 

 
62 Aquinas Summa, SS Q89 Thes 1 “Whether to swear is to call God to witness”. In this text Aquinas cites 
Augustine (Serm. clxxx) as in agreement with his affirmative response. 
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That all said, promissory oaths, as mentioned above, have a different mundane 

structure, in that they have an arbiter, and, in the case of curse, this arbiter is meant to 

punish reneging. This difference is perforce mirrored in the normative structure of 

promissory curses. Like a regular promise, a promissory curse is designed to obligate the 

oath-taker to perform the promised action. But unlike a regular promise, a curse is taken 

to give the deity a right to punish the oath-taker for reneging. In regular promises, it is 

assumed that the right to punish, if there is one, is given to the promisee. This wouldn’t 

be a difference, if oaths were taken as promises to the deity, but this isn’t the case. Vows 

occupied that position, and oaths were distinguished from vows precisely by the fact that 

they weren’t promises to the invoked deity. 

 And much the same can be said for promissory testimonial oaths, where I call god 

to witness my honesty in making a promise, at least on the traditional interpretation we 

have been considering. This is because it is the understanding of these authors that god 

will manifest evidence of his corroboration to a testimonial oath by withholding 

punishment, either in this life or the next, if the oath-taker is, in fact honest. But will visit 

punishment on him if he lies, or makes a false oath. And he does this because lying 

displeases him, and because false oaths, in particular, displease him. Thus, even in 

testimonial cases, it seems reasonable to say that such oaths grant a separate right of 

punishment to the deity. 

 The upshot here is that promissory oaths separate the right of performance and the 

right of punishment, and grant the former to the promisee, and the latter to god (in the 

traditional case). If I swear an oath of loyalty, that is, if I ‘swear to god’ that I will be 
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loyal to another, the oath is a promise to the person to whom I pledge my loyalty, and that 

person thus has the right of performance, and perhaps also a right of punishment. But I 

give an extra right of punishment to the deity, by calling him to witness my promise, on 

the understanding that such an act obliges me to perform my promise, or arouse the anger 

of the deity. 

 This traditional, Christian-deity centered view is worth outlining here in some 

detail because the framework it rests on (and which pre-dated it) extends beyond oaths 

sworn to god, and can accommodate oaths to other arbiters. There are many reasons that 

one might want to take secular oaths, besides the obvious ones of atheism/agnosticism 

and alternate theological beliefs. Jesus explicitly forbids oaths taken to god, on heaven, 

on earth and on one’s body,63 and while the Catholic church took this to mean less than a 

blanket condemnation of oaths,64 many protestant churches disagreed. This is why  many 

of the standard oaths in use today to allow for those who refused to swear to the deity to 

take them. 

 This shyness of certain Christians about swearing to god, combined with the 

background pre-Christian tradition of swearing oaths to different arbiters, results in a 

modern view of oaths, like that of vows, with many purely secular applications and 

structures. These secular oaths are structurally very similar to traditional oaths, but they 

 
63 Matthew 5:33-35 “Again you have heard that it was said to those of old, ‘You shall not swear falsely, but 
shall perform your oaths to the Lord.’ 34 But I say to you, do not swear at all: neither by heaven, for it is 
God’s throne; 35 nor by the earth, for it is His footstool; nor by Jerusalem, for it is the city of the great 
King.” Also found in James 5:11-13 (NKJV) 
64 See, for example, the Catholic Encyclopedia entry for Oaths, which begins its second article (Lawfulness 
and Conditions) thusly: “An oath is licit, and an act of virtue, under certain conditions. It is, in effect, an act 
of homage rendered by the creature to the wisdom and omnipotence of the Creator—it is therefore an act of 
the virtue of religion.” In this, current church doctrine is virtually unchanged from Aquinas’ original 
proposals. 
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differ in whom the arbiter is taken to be. Generally, the secular version of such oaths, the 

arbiter is taken to be either the audience in attendance: “I swear in front of all these 

people…” or society at large. 

 

2.6.1 - Oaths as promises to others

First, we should note here that we do take promissory oaths to be non-

metaphorical realities, in our current societies. With this in mind then, let me reiterate 

that I think that certain types of promissory oaths that we currently take to be obligation-

producing are best understood not as promises to others, but as promises the oath-taker 

makes to herself. I  will concentrate on two types of modern oaths, oaths of office and 

oaths of duty. 

 Oaths of office are familiar things to us, taken publicly by many political officers, 

and more privately, but still generally in a public ceremony, by many other government 

functionaries. These promissory oaths are generally testimonial in that the oath-taker 

swears to god (or ‘affirms’ to the audience, or to society), that she will faithfully execute 

the duties of their office. 

 Oaths of duty are much like oaths of office, in that they are promissory oaths 

taken by people embarking on a set of role-bound duties, but unlike oaths of office, oaths 

of duty are generally promises not just to perform the duties of one’s office, but often 

also to comport oneself by some set of ethical principles, which principles are in turn 
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grounded in the sort of duty the oath-taker is undertaking. The paradigm case here is the 

Hippocratic oath, taken by newly minted doctors. 

 As mentioned, both of these oaths are common currency in our societies, and 

people generally take both sorts to be solemn promises, the violation of which licenses 

moral censure. The trite phrase of protest “But I swore an oath!” is trite precisely because 

we understand that oaths of this sort are in fact morally binding promises. And, as was 

also mentioned, both sorts of oaths in the modern era can be interpreted in a completely 

secular fashion, with someone or something other than the deity serving as the arbiter. 

 In oaths of office, the obvious secular arbiter is the public to whom the oath-taker 

is undertaking to serve. This is  because said public are the most obvious candidates for 

the three roles of the arbiter, witness, judge and punisher. In a democratic society at least, 

it is the people, generally by their proxies, who will decide whether a political officer has 

violated his oath, and if and how to punish him if they so judge. Much the same can be 

said for oaths of duty as well, although ancient oaths, like the Hippocratic, are nominally 

sworn to non-Christian deities (in this case the ancient Greek gods). 

 But while a decision as to who the arbiter of these promises is doesn’t present us 

with much of a problem, the question of the promisee is more difficult. In some oaths, 

like the feudal oaths of personal loyalty I mentioned earlier, the promisee is obvious, the 

lord, in the case of the vassal’s oath. In other things we call oaths, like oaths of secrecy to 

fraternal societies, it seems reasonable to call the other members of the society the 

promisees. So, for example, the oath that members of the stonemasons take upon 

initiation never to reveal the secrets of the society, are plausibly construed as promises to 
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the other masons. Although this last does bring with it the problems of multiple 

promisees. 

 But oaths of office and oaths of duty are much more difficult to parse for the 

promisee. Again, I can see the same few options for those who want to categorize them as 

promises to others. Oaths of office and oaths of duty might be promises to: 

 

1) God 

2) the oath-taker’s audience/compatriots 

3) those who would benefit from the performance of the oath 

4) the larger society 

 

1) we can disqualify off the bat, for the sorts of reasons listed above. 2) and 3)  

require some particular attention. 2) is really an amalgam of two possible answers, either 

the physical audience of the swearing in ceremony, or the members of some group or 

organization that sponsors or mandates the oath. The first seems plausible for small 

‘secret society’ oaths, but even there, if some members of the society are, for some 

reason, absent from the ceremony, it seems more plausible to say that the pledge 

promised them as well as those who could make it.  

 Thus the second approach, where the promise is made to the group that sponsors 

or mandates the oath. This seems to get it right for the stonemasons, but not for oaths of 

office or duty. Consider the oath of office the president takes. Who would be the ‘society’ 

that enforces the oath? We have two choices, either society at large, which is just option 
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4), or ‘the government’, meaning some set of the members of the apparatus of the state 

(e.g. legislators, cabinet ministers, judges, etc). Leaving the first path aside until we deal 

with 4), then, how about the promise made to the government? 

 At least we can say this in support of such a view. It seems that the government is 

set up in such a way that its members are forced to either accept the promise the president 

makes in his oath, or resign, since loyalty to the president is a pre-requisite of (at least 

most) government jobs, and the rejection of such a promise could certainly be construed 

as evidence of a lack of such loyalty.  

But that is about all we can say in its favor. And in opposition, the counter-

intuitive nature of saying that the president promises his proper conduct only to the 

government in the oath of office is overwhelming. It would seem that, if the president 

promises anyone else anything by the oath, he promises ‘the people’, i.e. the society at 

large that he is swearing to serve.  

And exactly the same consideration weighs against 3), for the case of oaths of 

office. It just seems wrong to say that the president promises only those who would 

benefit from his proper conduct, as opposed to all of the people he serves. But 3) poses 

another problem for oaths of office, and that is that those who stand to benefit might be 

residents of other countries. Foreigners, intuitively can’t be the recipients of the 

president’s promise in the oath of office, but they can certainly be beneficiaries of his 

keeping that oath. 

But 2) and 3) are perhaps more plausible for oaths of duty, which seem less 

intuitively directed at the greater society. And, since we are accepting pluralism with 
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regard to explaining these phenomena, we should consider whether they might serve at 

least as answers to the problems posed by those oaths. 

But, alas, I don’t think so. Taking the Hippocratic oath as the paradigm, 2), at 

least the more plausible ‘compatriots’ reading of it, would have new doctors promising 

their professional colleagues to ‘Do no harm’ and the like. How plausible is this? 

Unlike the government case, the medical profession doesn’t have the ‘loyalty’ 

standard, and so doctors are free to disagree with, and, to a large extent, disregard, one 

another professionally. As such, the problems of multiple promisees returns. If we move 

down the ladder of promisee conditions to hypothetical acceptance, we still won’t be able 

to accommodate all doctors, and some will certainly reject the promise. 

Worse still, moving further down, to merely mandating that the promise be in the 

interests of the other doctors, won’t work either. While other doctors would in general 

stand to benefit from the scrupulous practice of their colleagues, since doctors are in 

competition with one another for resources, and since the oath is a necessary condition of 

becoming a doctor, and so, a competitor, the promise of a new doctor to practice in 

accordance with the principles in the oath might well not be in the interests of other 

doctors for whom she is a potential competitor. 

And on top of these difficulties, there is a new problem of paternalism. As we saw 

above, it seems paternalistic to promise one something to someone who doesn’t want it, 

but it is similarly paternalistic to promise something that benefits one party to a third 

party. I can promise you that I will do something for you, but I can’t promise you that I 
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will do something for another person, without there being some special relationship 

between you and that other person that makes the promise less paternalistic. 

The standard case of such acceptably paternalistic promises are those made to 

parents for the consideration of their children. So, for example, I might promise you that, 

if you die, I will take care of your children (this is, in its origin, the reasoning behind 

godparents). This promise is paternalistic, in that it is made to one person, but for the 

benefit of another. What makes it acceptable is the paternalistic relationship between you 

and your child. I cannot, however, properly be said to promise you to take care of my 

sister’s children, if you are a stranger to my sister and her children. Such a promise not 

only sounds bizarre, it wouldn’t carry any obligation, as you are in no position to accept it 

on behalf of the children. 

As for option 3) in the case of the Hippocratic oath, I read it to mean that the oath 

would be a promise either to the greater society (option 4) or to those members of that 

society that stand to benefit directly from the potential doctor’s due diligence, i.e. those to 

whom he ministers (or will minister, in the future).  This is, at least, intuitive, in that 

those who the doctor will treat will have an interest in his correct comportment. It 

requires, however, that we weaken the promisee condition to the level of ‘interest of the 

promisee’, since we will certainly find some members of society (Christian scientists, for 

example) who will refuse some the doctors ministrations, and thus likely, his promise to 

deliver such to all, despite it being in their interest to accept. So again, we have a 

paternalism problem inherent in weakening the promisee condition to allow for beneficial 

promises made to those who would reject them. 
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So both for oaths of office, and oaths of duty, it seems that option 4) is the way to 

go. But, as we saw earlier, society at large is a terrible promisee, in that we will certainly 

find significant numbers of people willing to reject any contentful promise of this sort, 

regardless of whether it’s being kept is in their interest or not. From disgruntled political 

partisans to those who doubt the efficacy, legitimacy or good intentions of those who take  

oaths of duty, we will always be able to find some large group of people who would 

reject the promise. But, as we saw above in the case of vows of rectification, it seems 

intuitively true that the oath-takers have the same obligations with regards those members 

of society at large who would reject their promise, as those who would accept it. The 

president must serve all citizens, even those who doubt his legitimacy. Doctors must 

render aid to all people, even those who would refuse their promise in the Hippocratic 

oath. 

 

2.6.2 - Oaths as promises to the self

This last point bears a little further exploration. The difficulty that seems to be 

recurring is that oaths are often promises to do right by large numbers of people. But 

taking these people to be the beneficiaries makes it impossible to hold on to the 

hypothetical acceptance standard for promisees, given that such a large group will 

undoubtedly have some people reject the promise. How can we reconcile the intuitive 

claim that oath-takers are bound by their oaths concerning such rejects as much as with 

others, and the claim that promises rejected are not promises at all? 
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I don’t think we can, and I propose instead that such oaths are best understood as 

promises the oath-taker makes to herself. Again, let me first offer reasons in favor of the 

view, before turning to criticism. If the oath-taker makes a promise to herself, as before, 

the promisee, is much closer to the paradigm than any of the other options. The promisee, 

is singular, aware of the promise, cares about the promise, and the promised acts and, in 

the normal case, cares about the promise being kept. Further, the promisee would (we 

assume) accept such a promise, were it made by someone they could trust. And, again in 

the normal course of things, the promisee in the self-promise case is a person she can 

trust. 

Also, given that promises made to the self can be undone by the promiser (in her 

role as promisee), this allows us to understand how it might be that oath-takers can come 

to be shed of their duties under the oath voluntarily, which is a feature of almost all of the 

oaths of office and duty with which we are familiar. The president can resign, at any 

time, for any reason, without penalty, and in so doing he absolves himself of all of the 

duties he assumed in his oath. But how could this be possible if the oath was a promise to 

the people? Again, a promise to others cannot contain such an out clause and still be a 

promise. 

But an obvious problem looms for the self-promise camp: if the pledge promises 

herself in taking the oath to do right by others, isn’t that a paternalistic promise, in the 

same way that a promise to an unrelated third party to do right by someone a paternalistic 

promise? After all, the only difference in the self-promising case is that the paternalistic 

promiser and promisee are one and the same person. But in both cases, a person makes a 
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promise to one person for the benefit of (unrelated) others. Why is this not similarly 

paternalistic? 

 The short answer here is: yes, it is paternalistic. But we have to first distinguish 

between acceptable and unacceptable amounts of paternalism in our promises. As we 

have seen, promises are paternalistic in two ways, either the promiser promises 

something of benefit to one person to another (where no special relationship exists 

between the two) or the promiser promises something to the promisee that the promisee 

rejects (or, more weakly, does not accept).  

In the first case, the promise is paternalistic because the promiser bypasses the 

beneficiary of the promise as the promisee, and offers the promise instead to some third 

party. But respect for autonomy demands that actions undertaken for our benefit be 

sanctioned by us, whenever possible. 

In the second case, the promise is paternalistic because the promiser seeks to foist 

a promised action upon the promisee, despite the latter’s rejection of it. Again, it is a 

demand of respect that plans enacted for my benefit be at least not rejected by me. 

What unites both cases is that the problem with the promises is that they pay 

insufficient respect to the autonomy of those for whose sake the promises are made. 

Decisions and actions taken for my sake are things that, ideally, I should have a say in, if 

not a veto over. And ignoring my input altogether, or running roughshod over my 

objections is incompatible with such respect. 

But, of course, the world is not ideal, and we often temper this right of 

consideration in the face of the fact that we lack perfect knowledge of what is in our 
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interests. Given this fact, and the fact that we are aware that this is so, and that it can be 

dangerous to take decisions in cases where we lack sufficient knowledge, we often defer 

our right of consideration to others, experts who we assume are better placed to discern 

where our interests lie. 

The paradigm example of this sort of delegation of consideration is doctors. 

Medical science and the requirements of health are massive and complex endeavors, but 

ones that are central to our well being. As such, we delegate much of our decision-

making in this area to professionals, doctors and nurses, on the assumption that deferring 

to their special training and expertise will produce a better result that going it alone. 

This deference, especially in cases like medicine, where it has become 

standardized and widely accepted, puts members of the expert group in a special, and 

paternal, position, vis-à-vis those who defer to them in this way. And such paternalistic 

relationships are very much the norm. We share them, to varying degrees, with doctors, 

lawyers, bankers, accountants, engineers, and many other professional groups. 

And this paternalistic relationship between the members of an expert group and 

the general public is what makes (at least many) of the oaths of office and duty 

acceptable, despite their paternalistic nature.  

And, as a small consolation, even though oaths of office and duty conceived of as 

self-promises are paternalistic, they aren’t as paternalistic as those same phenomena 

conceived of as promises to others, since in the case of self-promises the oath-taker need 

never promise someone something that the promisee violently rejects. It is paternalistic to 
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promise yourself that you will treat the sick, even if they don’t want such a promise. But 

it’s even more paternalistic to promise those who would reject such a thing themselves. 

 

2.7 – Expressivism

So it would seem that there are plenty of familiar and well established phenomena 

that are best described as promises, and whose most plausible promisees are the issuers of 

the putative promises themselves. And vows, pledges and oaths are, unlike resolutions, 

intuitively the sorts of things that bring about moral obligations, and so the expressivist 

view that self promises are merely expressions of intent, with no concomitant obligations, 

doesn’t hold up. 

But it might well be objected that I haven’t given expressivism it’s proper due as 

an alternative. The sort of expressivism I have been considering above is one that denies 

the fact of an obligation on the part of the ‘promiser’ to do what she says. As such, vows 

and the like are counterexamples, since there does seem to be such an obligation on their 

authors.  

But an expressivist can say something more subtle: “In cases where a supposed 

promise is made to the self, and the speaker is in fact obligated to do what she says she 

will do, the utterance must be more than an expression of intent, but it needn’t be a 

promise. Rather, perhaps the utterance is a public acknowledgment of the implicated 

obligation on the part of the speaker, an obligation that is grounded elsewhere. 

So, for example, when a person takes a vows to rectify a wrong done, or pledges 

to quit drinking, or swears to uphold some code of professional conduct, what they do 
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isn’t promise to do so, in that their speech act doesn’t bring their obligation into being. 

Rather, what happens is some prior fact makes the obligation real, and the vow, pledge or 

oath is merely an expression of their realization and acceptance of this fact. By saying “I 

vow that I will make this right” or “I hereby pledge to quit drinking”, one is publicly 

airing an acknowledgment of the fact that one in fact has such an obligation. 

Two further things need to be addressed on this new expressivist position. The 

first is what in fact grounds these obligations, if not the act of swearing or pledging. The 

expressivist here can offer different answers in different cases. In some cases, such as 

vows of rectification, the initial act of damage could serve as the basis of the obligation, 

perhaps coupled with some special relationship between the vower and either those 

harmed or those committing the harm.  

So, for example, if one’s family were threatened by a ruthless prosecutor, one 

might vow to become a defense attorney and defend them against such attacks. Or, if one 

came from an imperial nation, and saw the devastation that its colonial rule had visited on 

another nation, one might vow to make amends by helping the poor of that ex-colony. In 

the first case, the act of aggression against one’s family, coupled with the allegiance 

owed to the family as a member, creates the obligation to defend it. In the second, the 

acts of colonial imperialism combine with the vower’s membership in the guilty party to 

create an obligation upon her to rectify past wrongs (even those not personally committed 

by her). 

The second thing that needs to be addressed is what purpose these sorts of things 

would serve, if they are merely acknowledgments, and not, as I propose, acts of 



96

promising. In response to this, I think the expressivist might best claim that such public 

acknowledgments serve to both reinforce the (already extant) obligation, by making it 

public and thus opening the obligated person up to public criticism should she fail in her 

duties, and in some cases to put the minds of others at ease that the person is in fact aware 

of the obligation, takes it seriously and means to discharge it.  

This is perhaps most plausible in the case of the wedding vows. If the spouses 

aren’t promising one another, but rather just airing their acknowledgments of their 

respective duties, then the most obvious reason for such an exchange is that each spouse 

wants to be assured that the other realizes and accepts the obligations that the marriage 

attaches. The actual ground of the marital obligation would have to come from some 

other source, of course, but this might be the signing of the marriage license, or some 

other official act or contract. 

Much the same can be said for oaths of duty. Those who  rely on the performance 

of the duties detailed in the oath may well want to see some acknowledgment on the part 

of the executors that they are aware of those duties, and take them seriously. 

This more subtle form of expressivism is also compatible with the earlier sort, 

which denies the existence of the obligation. The expressivist can argue that some 

instances of putative self promises, like New Years resolutions, are expressions of firm 

intention metaphorically phrased as promises, and that no obligation attaches, while 

others, such as pledges of sobriety or oaths of duty, are expressions of the 

acknowledgment and importance of prior obligations. 
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This combined form of expressivism has much more bite than the original, but I 

think it is also deficient, although more detail is needed to see why this is. The principal 

difficulty for this view is the plausibility of the explanations for the prior existence of the 

obligations cited in the various acts of ‘promising’. As we saw above, there are different 

sorts of grounds offered for these antecedent obligations, but in many cases, they don’t 

bear up to close scrutiny. Take the case of a vows of rectification. For these cases, the 

expressivist position we considered was that the prior obligation was grounded in the 

initial wrongful act which, when coupled with the special relationship that exists between 

the vower and either the victim or aggressor group. While we can grant that membership 

in these two groups can serve as the ground for some general obligations, the sorts of 

detailed obligations that people can take on as the result of a vow aren’t plausibly found 

among them. 

For example, if my country devastated another country by colonial occupation, 

then as a member of the aggressor nation I might well have a standing obligation to make 

amends for this transgression. But this general sort of obligation does not mean that I 

have an obligation to, say, start an orphanage in the former territory, or fund a literacy 

program, or any particular sort of project that might be a manifestation of my duty to 

help. But I can become obligated to do these things by vowing to do so. So even if we 

grant the prior, more general obligation exists in all such rectificatory cases, we still need 

an explanation of how it is that the vow can concretize a particular obligation out of the 

general. 
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Moreover, it doesn’t seem to me that we must require the special relationship 

between the vower and one of the two parties to plausibly claim that the vower can 

obligate himself. Rather, it seems that the mere existence of unjust conditions is 

sufficient. If I travel to a distant land that is desperately poor, then I can vow to help in a 

certain way, and thus become obligated to do so, without needing to belong either to that 

nation, or to the nation responsible for its plight. It would seem to be sufficient that there 

be a need for such help, coupled with my vow. 

The expressivist might retreat here to the claim that in such cases, the special 

relationship is between the vower and those who need help, and that this relationship 

exists between all people (or perhaps, all people who can help) and those who need such 

help, just as a standing moral relationship between persons. This might work, but it 

would require some argument to demonstrate what is a fairly demanding moral claim 

(that all those who can help owe some general duty of help to those in need), and even if 

we could make this claim out, we would still need to explain how it is that vows can 

precisify these duties. 

As for those cases where there is no initial act of moral transgression, such as 

wedding vows, pledges of comportment, oaths of duty and the like, the most plausible 

thing for an expressivist to say about the source of the obligation is that it is the special 

relationship that exists between the speaker and the target of the duties alone. So, for 

example, marital obligations attach because of the special relationship that exists between 

the spouses, a relationship of mutual respect and honor, that mandates certain treatment. 

Similarly, a person who pledges to quit drinking stands in a certain relationship to 
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himself, a sort of caretaker relationship that mandates that he look out for himself, and if 

he is drinking too much, then he has a duty to himself to stop that behavior. And the 

doctor who takes the Hippocratic oath obviously stands in some special relationship to 

his (potential) patients, one that would mandate that he treat them with respect and act 

always in their best interests. 

In all of these cases then, the expressivist can claim that what grounds the 

obligations referred to in the acts of ‘promising’ is a special sort of relationship between 

the speaker and those towards whom the duties are owed. And in at least some cases like 

this, the expressivist can avoid the specificity problem, because for some relationships, 

the nature of the duties of the participants is spelled out in some detail apart from the act 

of ‘promising’. The clearest example of this is perhaps oaths of duty and office. The 

duties a commander has towards his charges, and those a doctor has towards his patients, 

are commonly detailed in codes and manuals, as well as being ‘common knowledge’, at 

least for those involved in the respective endeavors. And the apparent source of such 

duties is the special relationship that exists between the principals alone. It is because the 

commander is a commander, and the subject a subject, that the commander has certain 

duties towards him, ditto for the doctor.  

And while the details of marital obligation are less clear, it seems that the same 

sort of reasoning applies in that case. The spouses have certain duties to one another, 

roughly corresponding to the sorts of duties they ‘promise’ to execute in their wedding 

vows, that arise from their roles as spouses. And for details of these spousal duties, we 

can look to the legal codes, as well as more general societal intuitions. 
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So in these sorts of cases, the expressivist can avail herself of the following sort of 

explanation for the putative acts of promising: “When a person vows to remain faithful to 

a spouse, or swears to uphold the duties of his office, what they are doing is publicly 

acknowledging and affirming the set of duties that their role imposes on them, but these 

duties arise not from the act of vowing or swearing, but rather from the fact of their 

assumption of the role itself. Spouses owe each other fidelity not because they have 

promised, but because they are spouses. Similarly for doctors and their patients, and 

commanders and their charges.” 

Now even this sort of sophisticated expressivism, which allows that the set of 

duties enumerated in the vows and oaths exists, still runs counter to the general 

understanding people have when they participate in such ceremonies. If you asked the 

average candidate physician what he was doing when he took the Hippocratic oath, I 

don’t think he would say “I’m acknowledging and affirming my duties as a doctor.” I 

think rather the most obvious answer would be “I’m promising the follow the rules of the 

code.” Still, such revisionism isn’t automatically a disqualifier. We assume that our 

commonsense views of certain normative practices can sometimes be mistaken, even 

pervasively so. 

But the real problem with this sort of explanation is that it’s incompatible with 

another widely held belief about the role of such acts of ‘promising’, or more accurately, 

their logical relationship to the special relationships that are the supposed grounds of the 

duties. Simply put, we commonly take these acts of promising to be necessary conditions 
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for the assumption of these special roles, and thus they are logically prior to them and 

can’t be explained as acknowledgments of their existence. 

In other words, in order to enter into the sort of special relationship, spouse, 

doctor, commander, that is supposed to ground the obligations of the vow or oath, one 

must first take the vow or oath. But if this is so, then the vow or oath can’t reasonably be 

said to be a public acknowledgment of the prior duties, since prior to the act, the vower 

doesn’t have those duties, as she hasn’t yet taken the vow. 

Take the case of wedding vows as an example. We generally take the wedding 

vows to be a necessary condition of a successful wedding, which is in turn taken to be a 

necessary condition of a marriage. So, prior to my wedding, I am not yet a spouse, and 

thus can’t be said to have spousal duties. As such, it makes no sense to say that my 

wedding vows are acknowledgments of my spousal duties. 

Similarly for oaths of office. It goes without saying that in order to become 

President, I must take the oath of office. But again, if the President has certain duties 

outlined in the constitution (and other legal codes), and those duties are incumbent on her 

by dint of her position as president, then the oath of office can’t be an acknowledgment 

of her duties as president, since, when she takes the oath, she isn’t yet president. 

In the end, then, I don’t think that even the more sophisticated form of 

expressivism can adequately explain the role of vows, oaths and pledges in our normative 

lives. It seems that these things are more than just formal expressions of intent or 

ceremonial filigree around established facts. Rather, they are initiations of moral 

obligations, and their discursive form makes them most plausibly promises. 
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2.8 - Self Promises and the Promisee Release Condition

The second objection to self promises we should deal with is one based on the 

putative incoherence of promisers obligating themselves, or more precisely, being 

obligated to themselves.65 

As we saw in the first chapter, most theorists agree that one can be released from 

a promissory obligation. Call this the release condition on promises. There are two sorts 

of ways in which a person might be released from a promise. One way is by a change in 

the world that, as it were, undoes the promise. There are two sub-types of this sort of 

release. The world might change such that the promised act becomes impossible (in the 

case of my earlier example, suppose that the casino burns down after I make my promise, 

but before the following Wednesday). Or the world might change in such a way as to 

make the promised act something radically different than it was when the promise was 

made, something so different that it unmakes the original promise. If gambling is made 

illegal and the casino goes underground after I make my neighbor the promise, then the 

promised act of taking her to the casino changes from one of merely facilitating some 

entertainment to one of abetting a felony, and this undoes the promise.  

 The other way she might be released from a promise is by the deliberate action of 

the promisee. If my neighbor decides that she doesn’t want to go to the casino after all, 

 
65 This was first pointed out to me by Jason Matteson and Tom Christiano, when I presented a portion of 
this dissertation as a paper at the University of Arizona in the fall of 2003. 
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she has the power to release me from my obligation, by an act of her will. It is this latter 

type of release, call it promisee release, that is at the heart of the objection against self-

promises. 

 Briefly put, the bill is this: if self-promises must satisfy the promisee release 

condition, then it must be the case that the promisee, i.e. oneself, can, at any time and for 

any reason, release themselves from the promise. But if this is so, then it seems that self-

promises cannot produce true moral obligations, because true moral obligations are the 

sorts of things that can compel us against (or perhaps, ‘regardless of’) our inclinations. If 

self-promises are such that the obligations they entail can be abandoned simply by an act 

of the will, the objection goes, then self-promises are not productive of moral obligations, 

and thus are not real promises. 

 To put some flesh on these bones, the obligation that I have to my neighbor to 

drive her to the casino is a moral obligation precisely because I have a very good reason 

to do so regardless of how I feel or what I think about it. If I could just relieve myself of 

that obligation with a shrug of my shoulders, then it would be wrong to speak of it as an 

obligation. If instead of actually promising my neighbor to take her I merely promised 

myself that I would, then I wouldn’t have the same sort of persistent reason to do so that I 

do in the interpersonal case. In the case of self-promise I can, as the time approaches, 

merely release myself from the obligation, so the reason I have to perform the promised 

act is quite different, in that it is sensitive to my whims and desires. 

 The locus classicus for this argument is Hobbes: : “nor is it possible for any 

person to be bound to himself, because he that can bind can release; and therefore he that 
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is bound to himself only is not bound”66 Hobbes had sui generis reasons against the 

propriety of self promise, that I will consider in the next chapter. For now, we can just 

note that this brief little argument against self promises is one of the very few actual 

arguments to be found in the literature. 

I think you’ll agree that this sort of argument has quite a bit of intuitive traction. I 

can see two ways that a realist about self-promises might answer. The first response 

would be to grant the point that self-promises can’t satisfy the promisee release condition, 

but go on to argue that that alone is insufficient to bar them from consideration as 

promises. Towards this end, we might point out that many promises needn’t have such a 

condition, and indeed that one sort of promise, a deathbed promise, is such that a 

promisee release is impossible67. From there we could argue that promisee release 

conditions aren’t strictly necessary, and go on to try and claim that self-promises are 

enough like promises in other respects to overcome their lack of this attribute. 

 While I think that the above line might well hold some promise, I also think that 

there is a better way to respond, and that is by denying the principle that under girds the 

objection. To claim that we cannot promise ourselves because we can release ourselves 

from the promise at will rests on the assumption that obligations that one can release 

oneself from at will are not proper obligations. Let us formulate a general principle that 

enshrines this claim: 

 

66 Hobbes, Lev. II 25, 198. 
67 Although some contractarians bite this bullet, and claim that such promises aren’t obligatory (c.f. Jan 
Narveson “The Desert Island Problem” Analysis (1963) 63-67). 
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P1  All obligations must mandate duties that the person obligated 

cannot release herself from merely by an act of the will. 

 

P1 does have some initial plausibility, especially when we consider obligations 

like those entailed by the moral duty we have to help others in need. I cannot absolve 

myself of the obligation I have to help a drowning child by any mere act of my will. Such 

a suggestion seems to belittle the notion of a moral obligation. 

 But I think that in fact P1 is untenable. In support of this claim, let me offer up 

some examples of obligations that one can release oneself from at will that are intuitively 

proper obligations. Consider a professor employed by a university under the terms of 

what is called ‘employment at will’68. Under such an arrangement, the professor can quit 

her job, at any time, and for any reason. Once the professor quits her job, actions that 

were obligatory for her before her quitting (teaching classes, attending committee 

meetings) cease to be obligatory. As such, we can say that she has the power to release 

herself from her obligations as a professor at her whim. But this fact does not entail that, 

prior to quitting, her duties as a professor were not, in fact, obligations for her. It seems 

patently reasonable to say that while she is a professor she has certain obligations that 

follow from her position. The fact that she can abandon the position at any time does not 

make those obligations any less obligatory, so long as she is still engaged. 

 It might be objected that the above example is an effect of contractual or legal 

obligations, and not moral obligations, of the sort promises are meant to be. Skeptics are 

 
68 For some background on employment at will, see Patricia Werhande, The Right to Due Process, in 
Contemporary Business Ethics (Desjardins and McCall, eds) pp. 114-119 
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free to claim that employment obligations are not like moral obligations in just this way- 

that they can be voluntarily cast aside. We can alter P1 to reflect this: 

 

P2  All moral obligations must mandate duties that the person 

obligated cannot release herself from merely by an act of the will. 

 

P2 is more plausible than P1, but it is still false. To see this, consider marital 

obligations. It is not difficult to imagine a marriage arrangement wherein one or both 

parties can dissolve the marriage by whim. Indeed, traditional Moslem marriage is a 

paradigm example of this, and modern secular no-fault divorce law only a slightly less 

paradigmatic one. But certainly the mere fact that I, as a spouse, am able to release 

myself from the obligations of my marriage does not entail that those obligations do not, 

in fact, obtain while I am still in the marriage. It is more than plausible to say that I have 

an obligation not to sleep with other people while married, even though I could get 

divorced at any time. 

 Moreover, the sort of obligation I have not to sleep with other people while 

married is obviously a moral obligation. While it is also (commonly) a legal obligation, 

and perhaps a cultural one as well, intuitively it is unquestionably also a moral obligation. 

Witness the sorts of reactions that attend violating the obligation. The aggrieved party 

and the bystanders would all agree that the cheating spouse was doing something wrong,

morally wrong, by sleeping with another.  
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In exactly the same way, it is not difficult to imagine a religion whose doctrines 

included the claims that proselytizing was a duty mandated by god, but for ordained 

ministers only, and which also had a mechanism by which an ordained minister could 

voluntarily cease to be one. In such a church, a minister has a divinely inspired obligation 

to share the gospel with others, so long as he is a minister. But when he resigns his 

commission, that obligation disappears.69 Still and all, he has the obligation while a 

minister, despite the power he has to release himself from it. And it is obvious that, at 

least from the perspective of the religion, the obligations the minister has while a minister 

are moral obligations.  

Finally, an objector might appeal to the fact that the above two examples trade on 

explicit and formal institutions, marriage and the church, which in turn might be 

responsible for the intuitive presence of obligations even when they can be waived. It is 

because of the explicit rules built into the marriage code (or practice), or the specific 

doctrinal rules of the church, that the people in these examples can be said to have 

waivable obligations. But, the objection would go, the promising institution does not 

share this feature. Promises we make (at least promises to others) cannot be waived, or if 

they can, they aren’t proper promises. 

Again, I think this claim has some initial plausibility, but upon further 

examination, we see that it cannot be true. Consider the case where my child’s PTA 

group is organizing a picnic, and we meet to divide the duties. If I sign up to supply the 

potato salad, then it seems to me that I have promised the group that I will bring potato 

 
69 Such minister-only but voluntary duties are not a flight of fancy. Most churches have duties that fall 
solely on the prelates, and also allows priests to voluntarily leave the priesthood. 
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salad. But it also seems clear to me that between the time I sign up and the time I must 

deliver, I can easily withdraw my offer to bring potato salad. If, say, I change my mind 

and don’t want to attend the picnic anymore, I can simply call up and withdraw my offer. 

So long as I do so before the time is too close, I think we would all agree that I would no 

longer be obliged to provide the PTA with salad. But, if I fail to withdraw, then 

undoubtedly I am obligated to provide the salad I said I would. If I failed to do so, I 

would be open to censure for breaking my promise. So here then is a promise to others 

that I can waive at whim, and yet it is intuitively still a promise. So it would seem that the 

promising institution is flexible enough to allow for such promises, even in cases of 

promises to others. 

 What these examples show is that the principle that under girds the objection to 

realism about self-promises cannot stand. The fact that it is within the power of an 

obligated person to release herself from the obligation does not entail that the obligation 

never was at all, as the counterexamples to P1 and P2 above demonstrate. 

 But what are we to make of the residual intuition that obligations that can be 

shrugged off aren’t proper obligations? I think that this still has a grip because of our 

desire to criticize those who abandon obligations improperly. When a spouse decides to 

divorce for a passing sexual urge, when a minister abandons his calling out of irritation 

with the laity, when anyone exercises the power to release themselves from an obligation 

too lightly or for the wrong reasons, it is always open to us to criticize them for the 

exercise of that power. What is not open to us is to criticize them for failing to perform 
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the acts that had been obligatory for them prior to their exercising their power to self-

release.  

We can criticize the president of a bank for resigning in the face of a hostile 

board, rather than rising to the challenge, but we can’t criticize her for not chairing the 

board meeting after she has resigned, since it is no longer her duty to do so. Similarly, in 

the case of self-promises, we can criticize someone who releases himself from a promise 

for what we think are inadequate reasons, but not for failing to perform the actions that he 

had promised himself to do after he has released himself from the promise. If I promise 

myself to complete law school, and then later release myself from the promise and quit 

school, I might be criticizable for my decision to quit, but not for not showing up to my 

contracts class after I have quit. 

If the above argument is sound, then the principle that is supposed to undergird 

the Hobbesian objection to self promises fails, and thus the objection is nullified. But in 

response to the above someone might propose the following: “In the cases described 

(quitting a job, getting divorced, leaving the priesthood) what the protagonist has done is 

not ‘waive’ an obligation, but rather end a reciprocal relationship.  Further, it is the 

existence of this relationship, and more specifically, its reciprocal nature, that is the 

ground of the obligations so ‘waived’. 

On this understanding, the duties to remain faithful to a spouse, or to perform the 

tasks of your employment, are duties in light of the fact that one has entered into a 

reciprocal arrangement with others, an arrangement of mutual benefit, and the fact that 

one is enjoying (or has enjoyed) the benefits of the arrangement. In particular this last is 
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what grounds ones duties to perform the tasks specified in the arrangement. I have a duty 

to remain faithful to my spouse because I enjoy the benefits of the spousal arrangements, 

i.e. the marriage. When I divorce my spouse, I don’t ‘waive’ those duties, rather I 

dissolve the relationship, and since such dissolution means I lose the benefits of the 

arrangement, I simultaneously lose the (normative) reason I had to do the duties I did 

before. 

This explanation seems most plausible in the employment case, since there is 

something vaguely cold-blooded about the same thoughts in the context of marriage or 

the priesthood.70 At least we can say that it sounds plausible that the ground of the duties 

I have to perform the tasks of my employment is the fact that I enjoy the benefits of the 

employer/employee relationship, which is explicitly reciprocal. 

But even in these cases, it seems to me that the ground of the duties can’t be the 

enjoyment of the reciprocal benefits of the arrangement, for the following reason: the 

provision of those reciprocal benefits is not a necessary condition of the obligations 

obtaining. In other words, I still have my work duties,  even if my employer reneges on 

his obligations to me under the terms of my employment.  

To see this, consider the (unfortunately) not-merely-hypothetical case of a civil 

servant in a poor country, whose government occasionally neglects to pay his salary, 

sometimes for months on end. During these interruptions, I think we can safely assume 

that the employer is abrogating its central reciprocal duty of the employment relationship, 

i.e. remuneration. If there is anything that counts as a benefit that employees enjoy that 

 
70 Although perhaps this last is merely vestigial bourgeois romanticism. 
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might ground their duties in the manner described above, surely pay is one such thing. 

But just as surely, it is true that, so long as the civil servant doesn’t quit his job, he retains 

his work duties, despite this failure on the part of the employer. Granted, what he gets as 

a result of the failure is a reason to quit, indeed perhaps even the right to abrogate his 

duties, but what he does not get is the lifting of those duties. And this can be seen when 

we contrast the worker who remains on the job with one who has quit. If the former 

doesn’t go to work, he is doing something that the latter is not, but what could this be, but 

‘neglecting his duty’? He might be said to have a justification for his actions, or perhaps 

an excuse, but the fact that such terms apply at all is evidence that what he is doing is 

(pace those apologies) a normative transgression. 

Perhaps we might counter that the enjoyment of benefits in the reciprocal relation 

should be measured over the length of the relationship, and thus is not to be assessed at 

every point in time during the contract. But this proposal suffers from at least two very 

difficult problems. 

Firstly, it makes an assessment of whether an employee has a duty to perform his 

assigned tasks impossible until the end of the relationship. Since, if the ground of the 

duty is reciprocal benefit, measured over the length of the relationship, then there must be 

some amount of benefit under which the obligation doesn’t hold. But we won’t know 

whether that limit is breached until all the data are in, i.e. until the relationship is ended. 

This means that we won’t be able to answer the question of whether a current employee, 
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at any point in the relationship, actually has the duties, since we won’t know the final 

tally until the end.71 But this is absurd. 

Secondly, since there must be some limit of benefit at which  the obligation 

moves from being grounded (i.e. extant) to not, and since that limit is based on the length 

of the relationship, and since the length of the relationship is based (at least partly) on the 

will of the employee, on this view employees could determine whether or not they ever 

had their duties by quitting at different times. If civil servant A, during a salary 

interruption, quits just prior to the limit being reached, then he always had his duties, 

since the overall relationship was sufficiently beneficial to him. However civil servant B, 

who quits just after the limit is reached, never had the duties. But again, this is absurd. 

And all these considerations go doubly for the cases of marriage and the 

priesthood. It’s even more obvious in the case of a spousal relationship, that the 

withholding of reciprocal benefits doesn’t obviate the jilted spouse’s duties. If a spouse 

cheats, or moves out of the house, for example, this action doesn’t mean that the other 

partner is thereby relieved of their marital duties. Again, they might have reason to 

abrogate those duties, perhaps even justifying reasons, but they still have the duties. As 

before, compare those spouses so abandoned, who remain married, to those who get 

divorced. If the former take a lover, they do something that the latter, similarly disposed, 

do not, they ‘break their vows’. 

 
71 Indeed, it seems worse than this, for the problem isn’t merely epistemological, but rather metaphysical. 
It’s not that we can’t tell whether an employee has the duties, but rather that there is no fact of the matter,
until they have completed their record.  



113

So it seems that the Hobbesian objection does not stand, and this clears the final 

hurdle on our path to making self promises theoretically respectable. As I said above, self 

promises have been largely overlooked in the literature on promising, and what attention 

they have received is largely negative. But I hope that my arguments above have 

demonstrated that, far from being an obvious non-starter, the idea of reflexive promising 

is in fact quite well supported, and that self promises, if I am correct, play an important 

role in the promissory universe. 

 In the next chapter, I argue that the current theories of promising on offer can’t 

properly accommodate self promises, and that this argues for a new sort of theory.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

PRUDENTIALISM, CONVENTIONALISM AND EXPECTATIONALISM

3.1 - Introduction

Now that we have gone some way towards establishing the reality of promises to 

the self, I will turn to a detailed examination of some of the more prominent theories of 

promising in the literature, with an eye towards their compatibility with self promises. In 

what follows I will consider three theories of promising, those of Hobbes, John Rawls 

and T.M. Scanlon, and I will argue that none of the theories is capable of accounting for 

promises to the self. 

 I have chosen these three theories for a number of reasons. Firstly, of course, the 

theories, and their authors are widely read and influential (more so for Hobbes, given the 

time frame, but true for the more current ones as well). Also, all three theories are 

detailed and comprehensive, and the author in each case speaks directly to the sorts of 
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justificational issues which are my focus here. And finally, and most importantly, the 

three theories offer three different sorts of moral values as the ground of promissory 

obligations, and these three values cover the territory of such grounds in the literature 

fairly well. 

 

3.2 – Hobbes and Prudentialism

Hobbes is a seminal figure in the theory of promising. For one thing, he gives 

promises (or, more accurately, contracts, of which promises are a part) a central place in 

his theories of justice, political authority and civil society generally. For another, Hobbes 

is the first writer to bring to bear the Modern ethical framework to the question of 

promissory obligations. This results in a tradition I call here prudentialism. Prudentialism 

is a method of justifying promissory obligations by appealing to the deleterious 

consequences that befall those who break their promises. This sort of appeal to rational 

self-interest is an obvious mate for Hobbes’ egoism, as well as for contractarian and 

libertarian views, like those of Narvesson and Guathier. 

I will begin by examining Hobbes’ version of prudentialism in some detail, both 

because his text merits close scrutiny, and because the version he produces, while 

idiosyncratic in some respects, contains all the essential elements of the prudential 

approach, and makes an excellent paradigm. I will then argue that prudentialism, as 

exemplified by Hobbes, is incompatible with a realism about self-promises, and that the 

reason for this difficulty is pervasive among prudential theories. 
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3.2.1 - Hobbesian Promises 

. Hobbes takes as an ethical starting point his view of people as autonomous, self-

interested agents, whose over-arching goal is self-preservation. His theory of moral value, 

such as it is, is baldly appetitive, with the term ‘good’ meaning merely desired, and ‘bad’, 

undesired.72 This is a radical break with the ethical tradition of the Middle Ages, and it 

results in a very different sort of project on Hobbes’ part: When Hobbes undertakes to 

explain promissory obligations, he means to make promising rationally appealing to 

individual agents, so rationally appealing that conformity to the rules of promising is 

mandated by the individual’s faculty of reason.  

But before we begin an analysis of the theory, we should first get the rest of the 

theory before us. First, we should get clear on what a promise is, for Hobbes, and what 

role it plays. Then we should rehearse the Hobbesian meanings of the normative terms: 

ought, duty, justice, injustice and injury, and, of course, obligation. 

 Hobbes, firmly in the received tradition, makes promises in the sense we have 

been considering, i.e. uni-directional and ‘salutory’, as my promise to my neighbor, an 

appendage to the more fundamental concept of contract. Both share the same normative 

structure, for Hobbes, in that they both employ the power people have to ‘devest’73 

themselves of rights. 

 
72 Lev. I-6, 24 “Whatsoever is the object of any mans Appetite or Desire, that is which, for his part, he 
calleth Good: and the Object of his hate and Aversion, Evill.” 
73 Lev. I-14, 64 
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A right, for Hobbes, is the liberty people have to use their powers to preserve 

themselves. In the state of nature (in the absence of civil government), people’s rights are 

broad and far-ranging. In essence, people in the state of nature have the right to do 

whatever they deem necessary for their preservation.74 But people have the power to ‘lay 

downe’75 their rights, meaning that they can, by an act of their wills, either renounce their 

natural rights to certain things or actions, or transfer them. When someone renounces a 

right, they simply abandon their claim to the thing, when they transfer it, they give that 

claim to another. 

 For Hobbes, a contract is a mutual transfer of rights. If I contract with you to pay 

$50 for a hundred bushels of wheat, I transfer my claim to the $50 to you in exchange for 

you transferring your claim to the hundred bushels to me. A pact, or covenant (Hobbes’ 

preferred term), is a diachronic contract, or one where the participants relinquish their 

respective claims at different times. Covenants are central components of commerce, and 

many other civil exchanges, and Hobbes’ promissory theory is really a theory of 

covenants. 

 All contracts, for Hobbes, are entered into for self-interested reasons, i.e. because 

the contractors believe that they will receive some good or benefit. A promise (of our 

sort), says Hobbes, is either a gift, or the latter part of an implicit or explicit covenant.76 

74 Lev., 64, the salient passage reads: “The right of nature, which writers commonly call jus naturale, is the 
liberty each man hath to use his own power as he will himself for the preservation of his own nature; that is 
to say, of his own life; and consequently, of doing anything which, in his own judgement and reason, he 
shall conceive to be the aptest means thereunto.” 
75 Ibid., 65 
76 Ibid., 66 
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Covenants play a crucial role in the Hobbesian view of civil society. The source 

of political authority is a covenant between the members of the society, one in which they 

agree to transfer some of their natural rights to the government. Furthermore, justice itself 

is, at its base, a matter of keeping covenants.77 And finally, contracting is absolutely 

essential for the normal practice of civil society, from commerce to defense, and 

covenants form the lions share of such contracts. 

 So promises, as a part of the super-structure of normative apparatus that is 

contract, is a central component of civil life, for Hobbes. A contract, understood as an 

exchange of rights, is the basis for political society in general, and for general social 

intercourse, as well. 

 Hobbes also applies the standard normative terms to the parts of contract. He calls 

the contracted action the ‘duty’ of the contractor, and says of him that he ‘ought’ to do it, 

and he calls the duties  contractors have to perform their actions ‘obligations’. 

Furthermore, also in keeping with the ancient tradition, Hobbes places promises and 

promising-keeping in the realm of justice. He calls violations of contracts ‘injustices’, 

and the conformity to contract ‘justice’. What is a special about this usage on Hobbes’ 

part is that it is limited only to this domain. Hobbes’ view is that contract is a major part 

of the normative landscape, comprising all of justice. 

 

77 Lev. I-15, 71: “And in this Law of Nature [that we should keep our covenants] consisteth the Fountain 
and Originall of Justice” 
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3.2.2 - Hobbesian Obligations

Because of his framing assumptions, Hobbes’ obligations are a different sort of 

thing than his predecessors, like Aquinas and Cicero. For Hobbes, an obligation was a 

demand of practical reason. An action is obligatory when reason deems the action 

necessary for some end. The standing end of people, the one granted them at birth, is self-

preservation, and this is the end that produces obligations, on Hobbes view. 

 Some courses of action are so conducive to self preservation as to be what Hobbes 

calls ‘Laws of Nature’. Hobbes provides us with a list of such laws, and the first one, 

which follows directly from the end of self-preservation, is that people should seek peace 

with their neighbors, although they should always defend themselves from attack. The 

second law of nature, which Hobbes claims follows from the first is: 

 

A Man be willing, when others are too, as farre-forth, for peace and 

defense of himselfe he shall think it necessary, to Lay-Downe this 

right to all things, and be contented with so much liberty against 

other men, as he would allow other men against himselfe. 78 

This law of nature directs men to renounce their far-reaching natural rights, to 

both property and actions, on the condition that others do so as well. The reasoning here 

 
78 Lev. I-14, 65 
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is justly famous: it is these extensive natural rights that are the source of conflict in the 

state of nature.  

Hobbes comes to this view that such a mutual renunciation of rights is a law of 

nature (i.e. prudentially mandated) as a result of his beliefs about the nastiness of the state 

of nature, or what exists between people outside of the scope of civil government: i.e. the 

inevitability of a “warre of […] every man against every man”79 in that state. This war is 

the result both of peoples’ natural rights, which is to say the rights they enjoy in the state 

of nature, prior to renouncement, which are so extensive as to guarantee conflict, and of 

certain natural dispositions and abilities. These are: peoples’ roughly equal abilities (most 

importantly their ability to harm one another), their outsized appetites for goods and 

property, and their desires to dominate and subjugate their fellows.  

Quickly, the story goes that people living in close proximity will come into 

competition with one another for desirable goods, and given their relative similarity in 

power, they will endeavor to best one another for the good in question, and further, it is in 

the nature of people to desire to dominate their fellows for the sake of their own glory. 

All this results in constant conflict, which, in the absence of any mechanism to quell the 

fighting, results in a general war. Hobbes thinks that the conditions for this war are so 

pernicious and so ubiquitous that self-preservation (through reason) demands some 

method of escaping it be sought, and this is the source of the second law of nature. 

 

79 Lev. I-13, 62 
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3.2.3 - Hobbesian Promissory Obligations

The next natural law is, simply, ‘keep your covenants’. Again, Hobbes claims that 

this law follows from the other two, but it isn’t immediately clear how this is so. Perhaps 

Hobbes thinks that the sort of mutual renunciation (of natural rights) the second law seeks 

to establish just is a contract. Or perhaps Hobbes is using ‘follow’ loosely here, to mean 

that the sorts of considerations that resulted in the second law of nature also mandate the 

third.  

This latter reading is bolstered by his claim that, without the third law of nature, 

i.e. without the mandate to keep covenants, “…the Right of all men in all things 

remaining, wee are still in a condition of Warre.”80 So covenants are necessary to escape 

the state of nature, meaning that the initial renunciation is insufficient, although 

motivated by the same end.81 

And Hobbes also thinks that covenants are binding, despite the fact that the 

apprehension by individuals of the benefits of the convention is insufficient to make it 

rational for them to keep promises. This is because, as Hobbes says, what the natural laws 

(discovered by reason) mandate is in tension with our natural passions, and this is a battle 

which the faculty of reason is bound to lose, at least much of the time. This lack of 

 
80 Lev. I-15, 71 
81 An interesting textual note, as we can see from the quoted passage above, nowhere in the second law 
does Hobbes mention transferring rights to another, rather only renouncing them. But when referring to the 
second law in his introduction to the third, he says: “From that [the second] law of nature, by which we are 
obliged to transferre to another, such Rights, as being retained, hinder the peace of mankind.” (Ibid., 71) 
[my emphasis]. This shift presages Hobbes’ proposal of an ‘original contract’ wherein the rights of the 
contractors are not merely renounced, but rather transferred to the Sovereign. 
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certainty is anathema to covenants, since covenants require trust in the other party. If 

people are prone to renege on their commitments when those run counter to their 

passions, then people will be unable to trust one another to carry through on their 

commitments. No trust, no covenants. In fact, Hobbes makes this inter-contractor trust 

conceptually necessary to covenants. As he says repeatedly, a covenant that lacks this 

trust element is ‘mere words’, and not a covenant at all. 

 

3.2.4 - The Hobbesian Sovereign

But this demand makes a special problem for Hobbes. If covenants are useless 

without trust, how are we to insure that trust, so that we might enjoy the fruits of contract 

(and, indeed, all of civilized society) ? Again, Hobbes solution here is justly famous: we 

do so by installing a power that sanctions violations of trust, and sanctions them so 

reliably and terribly that its power makes reneging on a covenant irrational. 

Thus the power of the sovereign, for Hobbes, while not strictly necessary for 

contractual obligations, is the crucial guarantor of trust, which is, in turn, conceptually 

necessary for such obligations. For, Hobbes, the only thing that can insure compliance 

with covenants sufficient to make trust in them rational is the credible threat of 

significant sanction for non-compliance. This is what the sovereign delivers, and without 

such a power, Hobbes says repeatedly, the vast majority of covenants couldn’t exist at 

all.82 

82 Cf. Lev. I-14, 68; I-15, 71 & II-17,85 
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The sovereign himself must come from an original contract between people 

wishing to live together, a contract wherein the contractors agree amongst themselves to 

transfer their rights of ‘self-governance’ to the sovereign. Among these many rights, is 

the right to enforce contracts, or, more pointedly, sanction those who renege on such. 

This sanction, and people’s fear of it, gives assurance to contractors that their partners 

will keep their covenants. Thus the establishment of a Hobbesian sovereign makes 

covenants, and so civil society, possible.  

This view, for all its familiarity, has two very puzzling aspects. The first concerns 

the question of how, in the absence of the sovereign, the original contract can be binding 

at all. But, more interesting from our perspective, is the fact that the Hobbesian picture 

allows for two different sort of answers to the question of justification of covenant-

obligations.  

On the one hand, the Hobbesian might say that the source of covenant obligations 

is the law of nature that mandates that we keep our covenants. This law of nature, in turn, 

is justified by the need we have to preserve ourselves, and the resultant need to escape the 

condition of war that exists in the state of nature. On this view, the Hobbesian picture is 

closely aligned with the ancient one: Covenant-keeping is a matter of justice; and justice 

is in turn mandated by the needs of harmonious living in nature.  

But the Hobbesian also has much reason to say that the source of promissory 

obligations is, rather, the sanction, or threat of sanction, of the sovereign. And this 

approach, unlike the former, takes seriously Hobbes’ claims the Sovereign’s power is a 

conceptual necessity of covenants.  
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If the sovereign’s power is necessary for covenants at all, there are no covenants 

in the state of nature, and if this is so, then we have no reason to keep covenants there. 

Outside the state of nature, under the power of a sovereign, however, the reason we have 

to keep covenants can’t be the threat of the war in the state of nature, as we are no longer 

in the state of nature, and it isn’t reasonable to suppose that our individual act of reneging 

could cause such a return.83 

Another argument for this last claim is the following: if the threat of the return to 

the state of nature really was the operative one in cases of covenant made under the 

sovereign, then the sovereign’s power to sanction would be otiose, which is merely 

another way of saying that if we were able to trust one another merely from fear of 

slipping into a war of all against all, we wouldn’t need the sovereign in the first place. 

But Hobbes explicitly denies this. It is precisely because we cannot be trusted to take the 

fact that covenant-keeping is beneficial to all as a reason to keep our covenants without 

the threat of punishment for reneging that Hobbes thinks the sovereign is necessary. But 

if this is so, then it is the fear of the sanctions of the sovereign that compels us to keep 

our covenants, and not the fear of the state of nature. Of course, we might have other 

reasons to keep covenants, but what makes it an obligation, i.e. a mandate of self 

preservation, is the mortal threat inherent in the alternative option. 

How to decide between these two possible explanations of contractual 

obligations? Perhaps we don’t have to. Rather, I think we should see this dualism as a 

result of Hobbes supplying answers to two subtly different questions: The first question 

 
83 Although Hobbes does offer up this distant threat, when he lists auxiliary reasons to keep covenants 
under a sovereign (Cf. Lev. I-15, 73] 
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concerns the justification of the practice of contracting itself: ‘How is contracting, as a 

practice,  justified? The answer to this question is the first story of contractual obligations 

above: contracting as a practice is necessary to escape the state of nature, and thus the 

war of all against all, and as such is prudentially mandated.  

The second question concerns the justification of the individual obligations of 

contract: ‘How is it that contracts give rise to obligations ?’ And Hobbes answers this 

second question with the second story of contractual obligations. The fear of the 

sovereign’s punishment for not keeping a covenant makes keeping it an obligation, in the 

Hobbesian sense of a ‘mandate of prudence’. What interests me here are the issues 

involved in the second question, although, as far as answers to the first impact the second, 

I will be interested in those as well. 

So Hobbes’ theory of contractual obligations, as I am framing such a thing, is that 

they stem from the fear of the sanction of the sovereign. The moral value that grounds the 

obligations is (for Hobbes) the only moral value, i.e. that of self-preservation. One ought 

to keep one’s promises, for Hobbes, because not doing so inevitably invites the terrible 

punishment of the Sovereign. 

Hobbes shares many features of the ancient tradition of promissory theory. He 

makes promises out to be of a piece with contracts and agreements, he thinks promising 

and promise keeping is a matter of justice (indeed, all of it). He parts company with the 

ancients on the matter of the actual source of the obligation, however. Whereas the 

ancients would point to duty, as enshrined in the natural law, as the source of the 
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obligation, Hobbes thinks this too weak to merit the appellation, and instead substitutes a 

suitably robust fear of the sovereign instead. 

This is the source of another point of difference between Hobbes and the ancients, 

one that Hobbes shares with many later writers. For the ancients, promises are natural, in 

that they are obligatory in exactly the same way all other duties of justice are, i.e. by 

being discovered by reason to be the best way to live in nature. What this means for us is 

that promises, on the ancient view, don’t require a human convention to generate their 

obligations, but rather gain their purchase on us by dint of our being the sort of creatures 

that we are. For Hobbes, promises are artificial, a result of human endeavor, specifically, 

the establishment of a sovereign, with suitable powers. 

 

3.2.5 - Critiques

The most obvious thing to say in criticism of Hobbes theory of promising is that it 

seems inextricably bound up with Hobbes idiosyncratic notion of moral value as self-

preservation and his unrealistic theories of psychology, society and political authority. On 

Hobbes view, promises are productive of moral obligations because of the following sort 

of reasoning: 

P1- Covenants are necessary for political society 

P2- Life outside political society is awful (the state of nature) 
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P3- The convention of covenants is very fragile, such that breaking them puts the 

convention itself at risk 

P4- The nature of the world (in terms of the distribution of goods) and peoples’ 

psychology (in terms of their desires) are such that people will always be tempted to 

break their covenants  

P5- Everyone knows all of this 

 

The intermediate conclusion is: 

C1 - People, faced with the dilemma evident in P1 - P4, will establish a mechanism (the 

Sovereign) to insure people’s compliance with their covenants, by means of the credible 

threat of sanctions, so that they might enjoy the fruits of political society (i.e. escape the 

state of nature).  

 

And as a result of the Sovereign sanctions 

 

P6 - It is prudent (meaning necessary for continued survival) to keep ones’ promises to 

avoid the sovereign’s sanctions 

P7- Whatever is necessary for survival is morally mandated 

 

and thus 

 

C3- There is a moral mandate to keep promises. 
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All of the above claims are examples of the sorts of tendentious views that 

Hobbes held, views that are not shared by too many other theorists, neither his 

contemporaries nor those of later ages. Still, I think that we make a mistake if we write 

off the Hobbesian theory of promises merely because of the idiosyncratic grounds 

Hobbes’ formulation rests on. 

 At heart, Hobbes’ claim about promissory obligations is that they arise from a 

moral duty we have to preserve ourselves and further our interests. And this might be true 

even if we disagree with Hobbes on the specific mechanism by which promising-

breaking is damaging, the degree to which such behavior is damaging, and even if we 

disagree with Hobbes that prudential value is the only moral value. 

That is, we can grant that Hobbes formulation overstates the source and extent of 

the retaliatory damage from promise-breaking, but still claim that breaking promises can, 

and often does result in damage to the reneger. Even if such damage needn’t be visited by 

the sovereign, and needn’t include being put to death or being cast out of civil society 

altogether, it might well still be the case that lesser damage suffered by promise-breakers 

can serve as the ground of promissory obligation. 

 If I break my promise to my elderly neighbor, to take up the example from the 

first chapter, then I might well suffer from unpleasant consequences, My family and 

friends might think less of me. Alternately, my neighbor herself might vow revenge, and 

look to cause me harm when and how she can. My boss might catch wind of my 
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disgraceful behavior and reconsider the promotion he had in mind for, and many other 

such damaging scenarios are possible besides. 

 And even if we think (as most theorists do) that there are other moral values in the 

world apart from the value of self-preservation, surely we can agree that self preservation 

has some claim as one moral value. 

 So there is room for a modified version of the Hobbesian theory, one that grounds 

promissory obligations on the moral value of avoiding the damage that breaking promises 

can bring to the promise-breaker, where that value is but one among many, and that 

damage doesn’t flow from a sovereign designed for that purpose, but rather is of the sort 

referenced above, e.g. the damage to the reputation of the promise breaker, and the 

further damage that results from that. 

This modified approach suffers from another difficulty, that promises that can be 

broken without any (or any significant) threat of such damage wouldn’t seem to have 

obligations attached. Of course, on the straight Hobbesian view, such a problem wouldn’t 

arise, since not only is it the sovereign’s job to hunt down renegers, but all the parties 

involved in covenants have every reason to betray reneging behavior to the sovereign. 

But in the more plausible version of the theory, the damage to reputation that might flow 

from promise breaking can be negligible, coming as it does from a much weaker and less 

reliable source, that is, the moral judgments of others.  

It’s not difficult to imagine scenarios in which breaking a promise (in a world 

without a Hobbesian sovereign, a world like our own) wouldn’t have very damaging 

consequences for the reneger. If my neighbor is very isolated, and can’t communicate to 
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others that I have broken my promise, or if she has not standing in the community 

sufficient to cause those she does tell to judge me harshly, for example. In such cases, on 

the Hobbesian view, it would seem that I have no obligation to keep my promise. But this 

doesn’t ring true. I will revisit this criticism in more detail in the last chapter, where I 

explore the advantages that the theory I propose has over the existing explanations. 

 

3.2.6 - Hobbes and Promises to the Self

As for self promises, it should be obvious that the Hobbesian approach is 

incompatible with promises to the self. To begin with, Hobbes himself is helpfully 

explicit on this point. As we saw in the last chapter, he takes it that being under an 

obligation entails not being able to release yourself from the duty entailed by that 

obligation. And, if an obligation is a necessary condition of promise, then we can’t 

promise ourselves, given this claim, because we can’t obligate ourselves. At least, so says 

Hobbes. 

 I hope that the arguments I offered in the last chapter are sufficient to convince us 

that such a position on moral obligations is untenable. Even so, perhaps we can still 

salvage the view by claiming that Hobbes was merely mistaken on this point, and that the 

theory itself is not actually incompatible with self promises. However, a closer 

examination of the view demonstrates that this is impossible. This is because the 

mechanism Hobbes proposes for the delivery of the punishment for promise breaking 

doesn’t work for self promises. 
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The reason Hobbes thinks that we have individual moral duties to keep our 

promises is because of the threat of punishment at the hands of the sovereign if we renege 

So to answer the question of whether it’s possible to have obligations to keep promises to 

ourselves on a Hobbesian view we must ask whether the sovereign would punish those 

who broke such promises.  

Framing the question this way, however, makes it plain that, in many cases, the 

sovereign won’t be able to punish such reneging, since he won’t know of the promise at 

all. This is because many self promises are made in private, sometimes entirely silently, 

sometimes made aloud but when alone. In such cases, if the promiser doesn’t tell others 

of her promise, there is no way the sovereign could come to know of her infidelity, and 

thus no way he could punish her for it. 

Furthermore, even in cases where the promiser makes her self promise known, the 

sovereign might well be loathe to punish apparent reneging. This is because, as Hobbes 

points out, self promisers have the power to release themselves from their promise, and 

such release prior to the failure to perform the promised act, would mean that said failure 

wasn’t, in fact, the breaking of the promise. And since such release could be granted 

privately and silently, the only way for the sovereign to ascertain whether a putative 

reneger had done so would be to ask them. And, of course, if the self promiser 

understands that admitting to having broken the promise would be tantamount to inviting 

punishment, it seems unlikely that they would ever do so, regardless of what actually 

occurred in foro interno.
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This last is, I believe, the sort of consideration that motivated Hobbes’ claim that 

one could not be bound to oneself. Hobbes takes promissory obligations to be grounded 

in the plausible fear of punishment for renegers. But self promisers wouldn’t have such a 

fear, because of the impossibility of determining whether they had absolved themselves 

of the obligation prior to their failure to perform, and as such they couldn’t have the 

obligation at all. 

And the same considerations hold for all other prudential views. Altering the 

source or severity of the punishment for promise breaking, or allowing for other moral 

values besides self-preservation, doesn’t alter either the private nature of self promises, 

nor the fact of promisee release and the resultant difficulty in differentiating reneging 

from releasing.  

 

3.3 - Rawls and Conventionalism

Rawls’ theory of promissory obligations will serve me here as a paradigm of the 

sort of approach that is generally called ‘conventionalism’ in the literature. The central 

feature of a conventionalist theory of promissory obligations is that they explain such 

obligations by reference to the fact of a convention (or practice, or institution) of 

promise-keeping. The general strategy is to claim that the convention of promising is 

very (morally) valuable, and that this fact in turn entails a moral obligation to keep 
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promises made. I will here examine Rawls version of the theory in detail, and argue that 

it is incompatible with a realism with regards to self promises. But first, let us turn to the 

exegesis. 

 Like much of his work, Rawls’ theory of promissory obligations is deeply 

intertwined with other elements of his greater theoretical picture, and so an explication of 

the view requires some background exegesis. 

 Rawls reserves the term ‘obligation’ for mandates of morality that apply to people 

via the dictates of social institutions, as opposed to the standing moral duties that apply to 

them regardless of such institutions. These institutions are comprised (for our present 

purposes) of sets of rules that prescribe and proscribe certain sorts of behavior for the 

participants in the institution. The dicta of the rules are the contents of moral 

obligations.84 

As to the justification of these institutional obligations, Rawls grounds them in 

what he calls the principle of fairness. The principle of fairness is a basic moral principle, 

chosen by contractors in the original position. But unlike its more famous Rawlsian 

cognate the difference principle, the principle of fairness is an individual principle, one 

that applies directly to individuals in the society, as opposed to the basic institutions of 

the society themselves. It is one of many such principles Rawls proposes, but it is the 

only one that he develops at any length.  

 Rawls lays out the principle of fairness in the following way: 

 

84 Rawls, A Theory of Justice, (Harvard University Press, 1973), p. 112. 
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. . .[A] person is required to do his part as defined by the rules of 

an institution when two conditions are met: first the institution is just (or 

fair). . .and second, one has voluntarily accepted the benefits of the 

arrangement or taken advantage of the opportunities it offers to further 

their own interests.85 

So there are two conditions on an action’s being obligatory in the Rawlsian sense (i.e. 

invoking the moral weight of the principle of fairness): 1) The institution whose rule calls 

for the  action is just, and 2) The person has ‘voluntarily accepted the benefits’ of the 

institution. I will return to a closer examination of this second condition a bit later, but for 

now we can just take it on its face. 

 Promissory obligations are, on Rawls’ picture, a species of moral obligations, 

governed by the rules of the promising convention. Rawls introduces three new pieces of 

theory to elaborate on this. The first is what he calls the rule of promising, or the central 

rule that constitutes the promising convention: 

 

“[I]f one says the words ‘I promise to do X’ in the appropriate circumstances, one 

is to do X, unless certain excusing conditions obtain.” 86 

Rawls’ doesn’t go into the circumstance and conditions mentioned in the rule in any great 

detail, but he does note that a promise must be voluntary and deliberate. He also notes 

 
85 Rawls, p. 112. 
86 Rawls, p. 346. 
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that a proper rendition of such clauses is necessary to evaluate whether the institution of 

promising the rule defines is just. 

 The second piece of theory Rawls employs here is the notion of a bona fide 

promise. A bona fide promise is a promise that “arises in accordance with the rule of 

promising, when the practice [of promising] it represents is just.” And the third piece of 

theory is a moral principle targeted to promises directly, what Rawls call the Principle of 

Fidelity. The principle of fidelity is merely a derivative of the principle of fairness, 

fashioned specifically for the institution of promising. And it says simply that “[B]ona 

fide promises are to be kept.” 87 

And here then, is Rawls’ explanation for the obligatory force of promises: If a 

promise is made in accordance with the rule of promising, and if the rule of promising 

outlines a practice of promising that is just, then the promise is a bona fide promise, and 

the Principle of Fidelity mandates that the promiser keep her promise. Another way of 

saying the same things is that the Principle of Fidelity makes keeping bona fide promises 

a moral obligation, and this in turn makes promised acts obligatory for the promiser.88 

3.3.1 – Rawls and promises to the self

From this sketch, it might seem that Rawls’ theory has the resources to 

accommodate a realism about self promises. If self promises are part of a just practice of  

 
87 Rawls, p. 346 
88 As Rawls notes, this analysis is modeled the one offered by H.A. Prichard, in “The Obligation to Keep a 
Promise” in Moral Obligation. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1949. pp. 169-179. 
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promising, then they can be bona fide promises, and as such, the promiser has an 

obligation to keep them. And we can also note that the sketch of the rule that Rawls 

provides (unlike Scanlon) doesn’t mandate that another person be the recipient of the 

promise.  

If this is the case, then only two things are needed to make out that Rawlsian 

promise theory is compatible with realism about self promises: the (perfectly plausible) 

claim that allowing self promises in under the rule of promising wouldn’t make the 

resulting institution unjust; and the claim that, in fact, self promises are allowed under our 

current rule of promising. As to this last, a Rawlsian partisan is obviously free to avail 

himself of the arguments I gave above for this very claim. 

 But as convincing as this line might seem, I think it fails, and it fails because it 

disregards the mandates of the second condition on the engagement of the principle of 

fairness. If we recall, the second condition was that “one has voluntarily accepted the 

benefits of the arrangement or taken advantage of the opportunities it offers to further 

their own interests.” For some institutions, what it means to have ‘taken advantage’ of the 

arrangement is obvious. If I get on the bus, I am obliged to pay my fare. It is only fair, 

after all, since I’m taking advantage of the public transit arrangement to get somewhere.  

But what does it mean exactly to take advantage of the institution of promising? 

This is less immediately clear, but luckily, Rawls offers us an extended explanation of 

this very thing.  

Rawls begins his discussion of taking advantage of the promising institution by 

outlining what he takes to be the ‘standard’ purpose of promises. For Rawls:  
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. . .the standard reason for making promises is to set-up and stabilize 

small-scale schemes of cooperation  or a particular pattern of transactions. 

. . Such ventures are often hard to initiate and maintain. This is especially 

evident in the case of covenants, that is, in those instances where one 

person is to perform before the other. For this person may believe that the 

second party may not do his part, and therefore the scheme never gets 

going. . . Now in these situations, there may be no way of assuring the 

party who is to perform first except by giving him a promise, that is, by 

putting oneself under an obligation to carry through later. Only in this way 

can the scheme be made secure, so that both can gain from the benefits of 

their cooperation. 89 

So Rawls sees promises primarily as ways of ensuring trust between members of society, 

which trust is necessary to facilitate social cooperation and coordination. Given this view 

of the purpose of promises, it is no surprise that Rawls thinks we take advantage of the 

promising institution by simply making one, or, more pointedly, by publicly making one: 

 

Thus promising is an act done with the public intention of deliberately 

incurring an obligation the existence of which in the circumstances will 

further one’s ends. We want this obligation to exist and to be known to 

 
89 Rawls, pp. 346-7. 
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exist, and we want others to know that we recognize this tie and intend to 

abide by it. Having then availed ourselves of the practice for this reason, 

we are under an obligation to do as we promised by the principle of 

fairness.90 

And the reason that Rawls mandates a publicity condition on promises is obvious from 

the benefits of promising he thinks are standard, i.e. the facilitation of cooperation. The 

most straight-ahead version of an action that ‘takes advantage’ of the institution 

promising is one’s promise to another to keep one’s end of a covenant. If I enter into an 

agreement with you that you will give me your laptop, and that I will pay you for it, my 

promise that I will pay you is what helps us to make the deal, as it reassures you that I 

will, in fact, pay you, even if I get my hands on the laptop before you get your money. 

But for this to work, of course, you, the recipient of the promise, must be aware of the 

promise. The ability of the promise to work its reassuring magic is dependent upon its 

being public, at least to you. 

 And, for the trust of the promise to really work, it behooves the promisee to have 

a witness to the promise, since a third party confirmation of the promise removes (much 

of) the threat of my reneging by claiming no promise was made. Again, it is the public 

nature of promises here that allows trust to develop between promisers. 

 So Rawls means by ‘taking advantage’ of the promising institution the making of 

a public promise, where that promise is designed to instill in others a sense of trust that 

 
90 Rawls, p. 347. 



139

you will perform the promised act. This sense of trust is the benefit that accrues to users 

of the promise convention, paid in the coin of cooperative coordination.  

 Taking advantage of the promising institution in this way invokes the principle of 

fairness by causing the promiser to be indebted to the institution. When I promise to take 

my neighbor gambling, and by so doing I reap the benefits of such a promise (say, my 

friends think better of me for my kindness), I then owe the institution that made that 

benefit possible a debt, and the method of payment is obedience to its rules. 

 But if this is what is required to take advantage of the promising institution, then 

the vast majority of self promises won’t be instances of such advantage taking. Right off 

the bat, we can see that most self promises needn’t be, and many aren’t, public at all. 

More deeply, while self promises are productive of benefits, the benefits they produce 

aren’t, or aren’t centrally, cooperative ones.  

As I mentioned above, we make promises to ourselves for two central purposes, 

to strengthen our resolve, and to help organize our plans. Neither of these requires 

publicity, and neither one is a matter of securing the cooperation of others. Of course, self 

promises can be used to effect cooperation, or to help it along, in the same way that 

promises to others can. I can, for instance, pledge sobriety merely to keep from being 

fired. But this is a tertiary benefit of self promises, and a degenerate use of them, and one 

that AA explicitly forbids with regards to their pledge. 

 The upshot of this is that the vast majority of self promises won’t engage the 

principle of fairness, because the actions taken therein won’t constitute ‘taking 

advantage’ of the promising institution. And it is no defense to point out that these self 
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promises are acceptable under a just rule (and practice) of promising, since Rawls makes 

it clear that that isn’t sufficient for an obligation to obtain: 

 

. . .no moral requirements follow from the existence of the institutions 

alone [. . .] To account for fiduciary obligations we must take the principle 

of fairness as a premise. Thus along with most other ethical theories, 

justice as fairness holds that natural duties and obligations arise only in 

virtue of ethical principles.91 

Nor, I think, can a defender of Rawls solve the problem by merely amending the 

principle of fairness in such a way that it includes the benefits of self promises among 

those that constitute ‘taking advantage’ of the promising institution. And the reason for 

this is that Rawls is explicit in his view of the point and purpose of the principle of 

fairness, and that is as a principle that prevents people from ‘free riding’ on cooperative 

endeavors: 

 

The main idea [behind the principle of fairness] is that when a 

number of person engage in a mutually advantageous cooperative venture 

according to rules, and thus restrict their liberty in ways necessary to yield 

advantages for all, those who have submitted to these restrictions have a 

 
91 Rawls, p. 348. 
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right to a similar acquiescence on the part of those who have benefited 

from their submission.92 

So the principle of fairness isn’t some plastic thing that lends itself to any amendment. It 

is designed to fill a particular need, the need to protect those who engage in cooperative 

endeavors from free riding by others. Any addition to the class of actions that engage the 

fairness principle must be based on such considerations, especially given that Rawls’ 

argument for the principle of fairness is its ability to secure these ‘schemes of 

cooperation’ by preventing free riding: 

 

“It is [ ] evident that, having trust and confidence in one another, men can 

use their public acceptance of these principles enormously to extend the 

scope and value of their mutually advantageous schemes of cooperation. 

From the standpoint of the original position, then, it is clearly rational for 

the parties to agree to the principle of fairness. [. . .] I shall suppose that 

these considerations are sufficient to argue for the principle of fairness.”93 

So we can’t just tack on the ameliorative and organizational benefits of self promises to 

the mandate of the principle of fairness, since they don’t arise from cooperative schemes, 

they don’t aid the development or maintenance of such schemes, and their violation 

doesn’t threaten such schemes. 

 
92 Rawls, p. 112. 
93 Rawls, p. 112 
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All this tells us that Rawls’ theory as written is deeply incompatible with realism 

about self promises. Self promises won’t be morally obligatory, on Rawls’ theory, 

because they won’t ‘take advantage’ of the promising convention in a way that implicates 

the principle of fairness. And we can’t amend the principle of fairness to admit self 

promising as an instance of ‘taking advantage’, because the principle of fairness is 

designed for, and justified by, a very specific moral problem, i.e. free riding on 

cooperative endeavors. Self promises, in the main, don’t implicate cooperative schemes 

at all, and so their obligatory nature can’t plausibly be explained by such a principle 

 

3.4 - Scanlon and Expectationalism

Scanlon initially agrees with the Rawlsian picture, but in his later work, he comes 

to a different opinion. Scanlon now thinks that promissory obligations arise not by the 

promisee taking advantage of the utility of a social institution of promising to secure 

cooperation, and thus owing a debt of obedience, but more directly, from the need to 

avoid the moral wrongs we do by failing to fulfill expectations we have raised in others: 

 

. . .[T]he wrong of breaking a promise and the wrong of making a 

lying promise are instances of a more general family of moral wrongs 

which are concerned not with social practices, but rather what we owe to 
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other people when we have lead them to form expectations about our 

future conduct.94 

Scanlon agrees that the social institution of promising can, and often does, play a role in 

generating the sorts of expectations that trigger our moral obligations, but he maintains 

that such institutions are not necessary for a promissory obligation to be present.  

 In support of this latter claim, Scanlon offers a hypothetical ‘state of nature’ 

situation, in which two strangers of different societies meet on opposites sides of a river. 

Both have lost their respective hunting weapons to the other bank, and both realize that 

the other’s weapon is at his feet, and that it is within his power to return the weapon to 

the stranger on the opposite bank. Scanlon argues that these two people can enter into a 

promissory arrangement to return the each other’s weapons, with its attendant 

obligations, despite the fact that they do not share a social institution of promising, or 

indeed any social institution at all. Why is this so?  

Scanlon calls upon our intuitions about the case where the two come to the 

realization that they might help one another, and one of them heaves the weapon back, 

whereupon the first man takes it and leaves, without returning the favor. Scanlon claims 

that, intuitively, the man who left without reciprocating has committed a wrong: “. . .no 

less wrong than it would have been if [he] had promised the stranger that [he] would 

return [the stranger’s weapon] if [the stranger] threw back [his].” (WWO, p. 297) 

 
94 Scanlon, What We Owe To Each Other, (Belknap, 1998), p. 296. 
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The reasoning here is obvious, and fairly compelling: We can, and do, cause 

others to come to have expectations of our future behavior on the basis of our deliberate 

behavior in the present. If we do so knowingly, then we shoulder an obligation not to 

disappoint those raised expectations, especially in cases where others, as a result of our 

actions, have “gone out on a moral limb”, as Scanlon says. 

Scanlon builds on this intuition, sharpening it with different examples and 

concomitant modifications, until he arrives at what he calls Principle F, the moral 

principle that under girds promissory obligations: 

 

Principle F: If (1) A voluntarily and intentionally leads B to expect 

that A will do X (unless B consents to A’s not doing so); (2) A knows that 

B wants to be assured of this; (3) A acts with the aim of providing this 

assurance, and has good reason to believe that he or she has done so; (4) B 

knows that A has the intentions and beliefs just described; (5) A intends 

for B to know this, and knows that B does know it; (6) B knows that A has 

this knowledge and intent, then, in the absence of special justification, A 

must do X unless B consents to X’s not being done.95 

So Scanlon claims that promissory obligations derive from another sort of more 

basic moral obligations, specifically obligations not to ‘unfairly manipulate’ others. One 

has a moral duty to keep one’s promises because making a promise will lead others to 

 
95 Scanlon, p. 304. 
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believe that you will do what you promise. Breaking the promise is then tantamount to 

deceiving those one promised, and since one has a moral duty not to do this, one has a 

moral duty to keep one’s promises. Principle F is reasonable (i.e. a real moral principle 

with normative force) because we think that deception that results in damage to others is 

unjust. 

Now, on its face, the theory is incompatible with realism about self promises, 

since it is entirely framed in terms of promises to others. But this might just be an artifact 

of the text, and not an indication of an actual incompatibility. Scanlon might just not have 

considered promises to the self when constructing the theory, and we might be able to 

alter it to accommodate them. 

To do this, we would have to reinterpret Scanlon’s principle F to allow for 

promises where there is no ‘other’ in the role of promisee. But, as was the case with 

Rawls, given the sort of justification Scanlon offers for principle F, I don’t think such an 

amendment can be made. 

Scanlon justifies Principle F as reasonable because it is designed to address the 

sort of damage that results from breaking promises, specifically, the damage done to the 

promisee, who takes the promiser at his word, and puts himself “’out on a limb’ morally 

speaking” as a result of the promise.96 

For this explanation of the justification of principle F as reasonable, Scanlon 

needs to claim that the damage done by the breaking of a promise is the sort of thing that 

our moral intuitions judge as unjust. And that is what his serial examples are (in part) 

 
96 Scanlon, p. 305 
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designed to show. But is the same thing true in cases of broken self promises? That is, do 

broken self promises result in an injustice?  

To answer this question, we must first determine in what exactly the injustice in 

the cases of broken promises consists. Consider my promise to my neighbor of a lift to 

the casino. If I make the promise, but I never show up, I might well seriously put her out. 

She may, for instance, have forgone other opportunities of getting to the casino, she may 

have put off a meeting with her friends, she might sit by the door and wait all night, 

rather than doing something more enjoyable. This is obviously unjust, but in what way, 

exactly? 

For Scanlon, the injustice in the above case lies in the fact that my neighbor, as a 

result of my promise, pays costs (opportunity costs and boredom costs, in this case) that 

go uncompensated. This is what Scanlon means by a promisee ‘going out on a moral 

limb’ as a result of the promise, the promisee, taking the promiser at her word, makes 

arrangements and does other things that have costs, where those costs are only made 

good by the promised act. It is the injustice of having such costs be borne in vain that 

grounds principle F, that makes keeping ones promises obligatory.97 

But while this might suffice to explain the moral obligation we have to keep the 

promises we make to others, it doesn’t look promising as an explanation of the moral 

 
97 We should note that Scanlon takes even the mere disappointment of expectations, with no additional 
damage, as sufficient to count as unjust costs for this analysis. As evidence of this, see the reasoning that 
leads him from principles M and D, which mandate duties less than the performance of promises, to 
principle F (pp. 296-304).  The weaker two principles, Scanlon claims, fail to accommodate the ‘value of 
assurance’, and the damage we do to people merely by dashing the hopes we have raised in them. In what 
follows I use examples where the costs of a broken promise are generally more than the mere loss of the 
value of assurance, but this doesn’t affect the claims I make here. All that I say about the following 
example can be said, mutates mutandis, for cases of mere trust. 
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obligations that attend promises to the self. I do not say this because I think that self 

promises can’t result in the sorts of losses that Scanlon describes. On the contrary, I can 

put myself out just as well as anyone else. I might, for instance, promise myself a nice 

long vacation, and buy non-refundable airline tickets in anticipation of the trip, but then 

renege on my promise because I feel guilty about missing work, and then curse myself 

for having wasted the money on the tickets.  

Rather, the reason for my claim is that what underlies the intuition that the 

promisee losing her outlay costs in the case of a broken promise made to her by another 

is unjust is the fact that the she loses them through no fault of her own. The fact of her 

innocence is a necessary component of the judgment that her uncompensated costs are an 

injustice. We don’t always suppose that people who make arrangements in anticipation of 

having the costs recouped, but whose expectations are disappointed, are wronged thereby. 

For such a judgment, it must (at least) also be true that the aggrieved party be blameless 

for their failure to be compensated. And in cases where the thwarting of expectations 

(and concomitant loss of outlay) are caused by another person, it is the fact that the other 

person, and not the promisee, was the cause of the loss that makes the loss unjust. 

If I promise my neighbor a ride, and then forget to take her, thereby putting her 

out, she misses out on recouping her outlay. This is unjust, and she has a claim against 

me. But If I promise her a ride and she doesn’t show up at the appointed time, again she 

doesn’t recoup her costs, but this is her own fault. In such a case, the fact that she lost her 

outlay isn’t unjust, and she doesn’t have a claim against me. 
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But if this is true, then cases of broken self promises will not be judged unjust, on 

Scanlon’s reasoning, since the aggrieved promisee is always responsible for the loss of 

the outlay. When I promise myself that vacation, and buy the tickets in advance, but then 

don’t go, I certainly cost myself money that goes uncompensated, but since I am both the 

promiser and the promisee, it doesn’t seem unjust. I’ve had a promise to me broken, and 

it cost me, no doubt, but I also broke the promise, and this means that I don’t deserve 

compensation for my loss, in the same way that my neighbor doesn’t deserve 

compensation if she fails to show up for her ride. The sort of injustice Scanlon thinks 

grounds a principle that makes promise-keeping obligatory requires that the promisee not 

be put out through her own actions. This mandates at least one other person, i.e. the 

promiser. But in the case of broken self promises, this condition is never realized, since 

there is always only one party involved. Since the promiser and the promisee are the 

same person in self promise cases, the promisee must always be at fault for her loss if the 

promise is broken. 

There is one way to produce two parties in cases of self promising, one of which 

has a bill against the other, and that is by appealing to different time stages of a person. 

So, (we might say) my past self (who made the reservations) was damaged by my present 

self (who broke the promise). But even setting aside the ontological difficulties with 

parsing people into time slices, the intuitions about whether any particular time slice of 

me is owed what and by whom are not at all clear. For one thing, we want to speak of me 

breaking a promise to myself, but if my past self made the promise, how can my present 

self break it? You can’t break a promise you didn’t make, and ex hypothesi my present 
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self didn’t make the promise he ‘breaks’, my past self did. It would seem that such a 

parsing would make the notion of breaking a promise to yourself incoherent.98 

So I don’t think we can make principle F compatible with realism about promises 

to the self merely by changing the wording. Principle F is grounded by an appeal to our 

intuition that people who are put out by the promises of others, and suffer costs as a result 

of the bad actions of those others when they fail to keep their promises, are wronged by 

those bad acts. But this intuition does not attend cases where people harm themselves by 

their bad actions. Since people who harm themselves are always complicit in their harm, 

the intuition that such harms are moral wrongs, or at least moral wrongs of the sort 

Scanlon appeals to ground principle F, is dissipated.  

So it would seem that Scanlon’s theory cannot account for the moral obligation of 

self promises either. If promises are obligatory because they are unfair to the promisee 

when broken as a result of the actions of someone other than the promisee, then self 

promises won’t be obligatory because the promisee is always the one who does the 

breaking. And, as was the case with Rawls’ theory, we can’t simply amend the moral 

principle to include promises to the self, since the rationale for the principle focuses on a 

property that self promises lack, in this case the harms suffered by one person at the 

hands of another. 

 

98 Although, as John Hawthorne has pointed out to me, we might get a version of this appeal going with the 
introduction of two sorts of entities, entire persons and time slices. Then we might say, for example, that an 
entire person makes a promise to a time slice, and then breaks it, and the promised time slice has a case 
against the person. I haven’t thought this line through yet, but it seems to me that it’s a non-starter even if 
we could make the math work. The claim that we ought to treat slices of people as moral agents on a par 
with whole persons doesn’t sound very plausible at the outset. 
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3.5 - Summary

Let me now attempt a diagnosis of why it is that the theories above all fail to 

account for self-promises. Recall, these theories are all attempts to bridge the gap 

between the coordinative facility of promises and their obligatory nature. This is because 

the theorists are all motivated by the same insight: that what makes promises morally 

interesting is their coordinative facility, that is, their ability to help people solve 

coordination problems of various sorts. 

And as we saw, promises do this by inducing trust in the agents involved in the 

coordination problems. The upshot here is that all of these theories take the trust-inducing 

nature of promises to be a vital part of the explanation of promissory obligations. But this 

focus results in theories that are ill-equipped to handle promises that are not primarily 

meant as trust-inducing devices, such as promises to the self. 

To begin with the prudential sort of theories, like Hobbes’, these theories take 

promissory obligations to arise from the fact that the coordinative facility of promises is 

so  useful and yet so fragile that members of a society will be vigilant in punishing those 

who break their promises. But this rationale requires that the promises at issue be 

available to whomever or whatever is to do the punishing in cases of renege. And self 

promises, which are often private, are not good candidates for such publicity. Further, 

even public self promises won’t plausibly invite punishment for non-performance, since 

the promiser, being the promisee, can release herself from the obligation of the promise, 

at any time, for any reason, and completely internally to boot. As such, the evidence 
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necessary to make out that self promisers have reneged (a necessary condition for 

punishing them) will likely never be available to the invigilating authority. 

Theories like that of Rawls, that explain promissory obligations by invoking the 

demands of fair play, and the duty not to ‘free ride’ on the efforts of others, require that 

the promiser actually gain some particular sort of advantage from having made the 

promise. On these accounts, I have a duty to keep my promises because by promising I 

have partaken of the benefits that arise from my participation in the promising institution. 

But what it means to participate in that institution is to use promises to enter into 

cooperative agreements with others, because that is what Rawls envisions the purpose of 

the promising institution to be. 

But promises to the self are simply not mechanisms for the promotion of 

interpersonal coordination. Self promises are not (principally) useful as the solutions to 

coordination problems. Vows, pledges, oaths and the like, are promises, but not of the 

coordinative kind. Rather, it seems that their primary purpose is to aid in self-direction or 

autonomy.  

Expectational theories, like Scanlon, posit that promissory obligations are 

grounded in our common intuition that the act of breaking a promise is unacceptably 

injurious to the jilted promisee, and thus unjust. This is in turn grounded in our 

appreciation for the coordinative value of promises and promising. We value assurance 

precisely because we value coordination and cooperation, and we see that promise 

making is a powerful mechanism for producing these things. 
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This appeals makes sense in the (standard sorts of ) interpersonal cases, since the 

promisee comes to grief at the hands of the promiser, and through no fault of her own. 

But in the reflexive case, the promisee, in her role as promiser, is always responsible for 

the damage inflicted on her by the broken promise 

The upshot of this is that theories that are motivated by the desire to explain 

promissory obligations by reference to the coordinative facility face grave difficulties. 

Interpersonal trust of the sort needed for these theories seems to necessitate at least two 

people, but self- promises lack this interpersonal dimension. As a result, the theoretical 

explanation for the source of the promissory obligation fails to explain the obligations 

entailed by self-promises. 

Of course, in all cases, it is open to supporters of the theories to offer other 

principles that might ground promises made to the self. I do not mean to claim here that 

the theories cannot support such alternative principles, or even that they don’t already 

contain some that might do the job. The above arguments only show that the principles 

that support the obligatory force of promises to others contained in the theories don’t, and 

can’t, do so. The invocation of separate principles to accommodate realism about 

promises to the self would necessarily result in a theory that treats apparently similar 

cases differently, of course, but this isn’t necessarily a crippling criticism, although it 

does add to the burden of those who would offer amendments to the theories discussed 

here to accommodate self promises. 
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In the next, and final chapter, I will propose an alternative type of theory, one that 

isn’t driven by the coordinative facility of promises, and thus one that avoids the pitfalls 

of these theories. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

THE AUTHORITY THEORY OF PROMISES

4.1 - Promises as Reflexive Commands

Let us return to the original puzzle. As we saw in the example first chapter, when 

I promise my neighbor to drive her to the casino on Wednesday, I thereby develop a 

moral obligation to do so, an obligation that I did not have before. This obligation is, 

furthermore, discursive, meaning that the contents of the obligation are delineated in the 

speech act that is the act of promising. So when I promise, I gain an obligation to do what 

I promised, by so promising.  

 The task, then, is for a theory of promising to explain how this could be the case. 

How is it that merely saying (in a certain manner) that I will do something can make it 

the case that I have a moral obligation to do that thing? To answer this question, we 

should first look to see whether there are any other cases where a simple speech act 
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produces an obligation to do what was said, in other words, other sources of discursive 

obligations.  

 There is at least one other source of discursive obligations: the legitimate 

commands of practical authorities produce obligations in those commanded to do what is 

commanded. This is a widely held view among theorists of authority, and it is firmly 

grounded in mundane intuition as well. If someone has the authority to command, then 

their commands determine the duty of those commanded.  

This is plain in a paradigm case of practical authority: military authority. When a 

superior officer gives a soldier an order, he tells the soldier (in a certain way) what it is he 

would like him to do. This action has the effect of making it the duty of the commanded 

soldier (or subject) to do what was commanded. And saying that the subject has a duty to 

do something is just another way of saying that he has a moral obligation to do it. So 

commands produce discursive obligations. 

And commands, like acts of promising, are simple speech acts. And also like acts 

of promising, they share certain formal requirements. This is reflected in the ‘in a certain 

way’ modifier in the explanation of a command above. Some sorts of commands, for 

example, must be phrased in a particular way, or they must be accompanied by another 

utterance that makes it plain that the command was a command. These formal 

requirements are necessary to enable us to distinguish between commands and other sorts 

of speech acts that might resemble commands, such as requests and bits of advice. 

So commands, like acts of promising, are speech acts that produce discursive 

obligation. And like acts of promising, commands have a certain formal character that 
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helps us to distinguish them from other, similar speech acts. What can this similarity tell 

us about promises and promissory obligations?  

My proposal is the following: We can explain promissory obligations in terms of 

practical authority. More specifically, we can explain promissory obligations as a species 

of command obligation, by making promises out to be a certain sort of reflexive 

command, or a command one gives to oneself. 

If I am in authority over myself, and if that authority licenses me to command 

myself, and if commands produce obligations to do what is commanded, then I can 

command myself to do something, and thereby acquire an obligation to do it. So when I 

promise to take my neighbor to the casino, for example, if we take the act of promising to 

be a command, from myself to myself, then that would explain how it is that merely 

saying the words “I promise . . .” can result in my having an obligation. I acquire an 

obligation to do what I promise by saying that I promise in the same way that I might 

acquire an obligation to stand guard duty because my commanding officer said that I 

must. 

 

Of course, this is not meant as a complete explanation of the phenomena. It is still 

an open question as to why it is that legitimate practical authorities can produce 

obligations by command, or even whether they do so at all. Rather, what I am proposing 

is the reduction of the puzzle of promising to these other puzzles. We might rephrase the 

claim to acknowledge these suppositions thusly: If legitimate authority is real, and if 
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commands from legitimate authorities actually produce obligations, then we can explain 

promises as a species of command. 

Even if we grant that authorities and commands are real and effective this way, 

the proposed reduction has still to make out two important claims: That we have 

command authority over ourselves; and that promises are such reflexive commands.  

Before we get any further into the theory, I should pause here to address a general 

problem: It might seem that this view is in tension with the widely held notion that a 

promised is ‘owed’ to the promisee. For, if the ground of my promissory obligation on 

the authority view is my self command, then it seems rather than owing the promisee the 

duty, I owe it to myself.  

This objection has some bite, in that it does seem as if, on the authority view, 

promisers owe it to themselves to keep their promises. But this fact alone isn’t 

particularly tendentious. We often remark that people have ‘let themselves down’ when 

they break a promise, and we feel the same way (i.e. disappointed in ourselves) when we 

do so. So it seems that we already believe that promisers owe it to themselves to keep 

their promises. The problem is with the second part of the claim, that promisers on the 

authority view owe themselves the promised act rather than the promisee. But I can see 

no support for this second claim. There is nothing preventing the promiser from owing 

both herself and the promisee the promised act, we can owe the same (action, at least) to 

more than one person. What reason do we have to think that the promiser doesn’t owe the 

promisee the promised act, merely because the obligation he has to perform the act is 

grounded in his own authority? By way of analogy, if I go into debt on my authority (say 
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I make a bet with someone that I then lose) I still owe the other better the money, even 

though the reason  I must pay the money is that I, with my authority over my assets, 

made the bet. 

 

4.2 - Practical Authority: Executive Authority

What reasons do we have to believe that we are practical authorities over 

ourselves? To answer this question, we must first turn to a closer examination of practical 

authority. Practical authority is a certain sort of power over others. But there are two 

different sorts of power that are commonly placed together under the banner of authority. 

Consider again the commanding officer and his soldiers. The commander has the power 

to make decisions about the lives and conditions of his soldiers, and he also has the 

power to command his soldiers, that is, to give them orders to execute. 

The first sort of power we can call executive authority. Executive authority is the 

power to make decisions about the circumstances and conditions of those in your 

authority. So, for example, a commander can decide what sorts of tents to order for his 

troop, or what sorts of meals will be served on the base. These decisions affect the lives 

of the men under his command, but they are not commands to the men.  

Executive authority is a common feature of authority, evident in many varied 

instances of authority, such as parental authority, and professional authority. A parent has 

the power to decide what sorts of television shows their child may watch, what 

neighborhood they will grow up in or what school they will attend. A professional 
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supervisor has the authority to determine when her employees must arrive and leave 

work, or where there workstations are and what they are furnished with, etc. But again, 

this power isn’t the power to command, since none of these decisions require a command 

to the subject.  

Executive authority is manifest in the actions taken by the authority as a result of 

the decisions made in their capacity as the authority. These actions have the color of 

authority. So when the commander of a camp decides that her soldiers will not get to see 

a particular film, she manifests this executive decision by not ordering (or perhaps 

canceling) the film. If someone were to enquire why it was that the film wasn’t available, 

we would initially respond by indicating the commander’s executive decision and action. 

If the challenger pressed further, and asked why that action must stand, we would point to 

the fact of the commander’s authority to make such decisions, and hence take such 

actions. 

We should note two further things about executive authority. Firstly, the power of 

executive authority isn’t the power to physically make it the case that the decisions of the 

authority be made manifest. An executive authority can fail to bring about the changes 

mandated by her decision, yet still be an authority. Rather, the power of the executive 

authority is a normative power. Executive authorities have the right, in some sense of that 

word, to have their executive decisions made manifest. When a parent decides that their 

child will no longer eat junk food, they have the authority, i.e. the right, to make that 

decision manifest, say by removing all the junk food from the house. The child might 

well succeed in thwarting the decision, but that has no bearing on the power the parent 
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has to make and act on the decision. Alternatively, the friends of the parent might have 

the ability to limit the junk food intake of the child, which is to say that they have the 

power to stop the child from eating junk food, but they lack the authority to do so. 

Secondly, we need to make more precise what sorts of decisions count as 

executive decisions. It is not enough to say that executive decisions are any that influence 

the lives or material circumstances of another, since we all make decisions that alter the 

lives and circumstances of other people. If my neighbors decide to buy a loud stereo, and 

play it at all hours of the night, then they have made a decision that will substantially alter 

my material circumstances, but this decision isn’t an authoritative one. 

Nor can we fix the problem by mandating that the person affected by the decision 

by a subject of the authority in question. For one thing, this might be circular, unless we 

can find a way to fix the authority relation without reference to the power to make 

authoritative decisions, which seems a doomed project to me. But even if we could fix 

the authority relation in a non-circular way, the condition would still be too broad, since 

authorities can alter the circumstances of their subjects without making executive 

decisions. If my boss decides to wear brightly-colored pantsuits all the time, this fact 

might well mortify me and astound my friends, and consequently substantially change 

my circumstances, but it’s ridiculous to say that her decision to wear such attire was an 

executive decision made by the authority she has over me. Nor is it enough to say that 

executive decisions are those made with the subject in mind, or aimed at the subject. 

Again, my boss’ sartorial preferences might have been decided with me in mind, indeed, 
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it might have arisen from the desire to torment me, but that doesn’t make her decision an 

executive one.  

It seems to me that the only sort of condition that accurately captures what we 

mean by executive decisions here is the following: An executive decision is one made by 

an authority that, absent that authority, the subject would have had the right to have made 

for herself.  

So, for example, if my boss decides to paint my office bright pink, that’s an 

executive decision, because absent my boss’ authority, the decision about what color my 

walls should be is mine to make. If, however, my boss decides to paint his office bright 

pink, then that decision is not an executive one, since even if she weren’t my boss, I 

would have no say over the color of her room. 

Command authority, on the other hand, is the power to issue commands to one’s 

subjects. Commands, as we have seen, are speech acts that produce discursive 

obligations. So command authority is the power to assign duties, or obligations to one’s 

subjects. 

 

4. 3 - Reflexive Command Authority

So the question of whether we are in practical authority over ourselves is two 

questions, corresponding to the two sorts of authoritative power: Are we in executive 

authority over ourselves, and are we in command authority over ourselves. 
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The answer to the first question is widely held to be affirmative. The power to 

make certain decisions about my life and circumstances just is personal autonomy, and to 

the extent that thinkers have held autonomy to be the case, the belief that we have 

executive authority over ourselves is as well. Further, as the discussion about the correct 

condition for executive decisions makes clear, we can only understand executive 

authority over others in terms of the power we wield over ourselves in the default 

circumstance of the absence of exogenous authority. In other words, personal autonomy 

is the limit case of executive authority, and we understand interpersonal executive 

authority in terms of its encroachment upon personal autonomy. 

But my proposed reduction of promises to practical authority requires not merely 

reflexive executive authority, but reflexive command authority. So the question I must 

answer is the second one: do we have command authority over ourselves? 

One way to argue in favor of the affirmative answer to this question is to point to 

instances of reflexive command in the everyday world, and then to argue from those 

instances that the sort of reflexive command authority I posit here is plausible.  

And the paradigm of military authority we have been using can serve as an 

example of the possibility of reflexive command authority, in that a military officer can 

command herself. This can be accomplished it two distinct ways. An officer can issue a 

blanket command, that covers a number of soldiers, herself included. By a blanket 

command I mean one whose subject is any soldier fitting a certain description. So, for 

example, a commander might forbid all soldiers stationed at the base to patronize a 

particular bar. If the order is drafted in purely general terms, then the commander can 



163

make her own presence at the bar a violation of the order, since she is a soldier stationed 

at the base. 

Alternatively, a commander might issue a command aimed solely at herself, 

typically as part of a larger set of commands. So, if the commander decides to decamp 

and move the base somewhere else, and she produces a set of orders detailing the various 

duties of the soldiers as regards this project, one set of those orders might concern her 

office and its duties. Again, if she is derelict in performing those duties, those above her 

in the chain of command would have every right to find her in violation, in exactly the 

same way that she might find one of her subordinates in violation of her orders to him. 

The fact that the order emanated from her makes no difference. 

Another sort of familiar actual case of reflexive command authority is to be found 

in the political arena. If we take Presidential directives in the American political system 

to be commands (a perfectly reasonable stance, I think) then Presidents must have the 

power to issue themselves commands, since we assume that Presidents are themselves 

bound to obey the directives they promulgate. And again, Presidents can (and do) 

command themselves in two ways, either by a general edict, or by one aimed specifically 

at themselves. So, if the President issues a directive mandating a dress code for all 

governmental employee, including himself and members of his office, then he acquires a 

duty to obey the dress code, as a result of his own command. This duty falls on him as a 

governmental employee under the law he has the power to shape. Alternatively, if the 

president issues a directive forbidding, for certain countries, authorization of aid monies 

over which he has discretion, then he comes to acquire an obligation to refuse certain 
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authorizations directly, as the President. As in the case of the military officer this latter 

command is exclusively reflexive, it is aimed only at those who issue the command.  

I think these examples are enough to at least shift the burden of proof in the 

dialectic to those skeptical of reflexive command authority. But there remain a number of 

possible objections to the idea of reflexive command authority. Let us now turn to these.  

An opponent might claim the following: Reflexive commands are otiose, and all 

that is needed is an executive decision. In interpersonal cases, the commander issues a 

command because she needs to do two things: Make the subject aware that she wishes 

him to do thus and so, and give the subject a reason to do thus and so. The first action is 

required because the subject doesn’t share the commander’s mind, and thus does not 

know when the commander has decided that a certain task should be his duty. The second 

is required because it might be the case that the subject doesn’t share the commander’s 

desire that he (the subject) do a certain task, and thus the command is necessary to give 

him a reason to do that task.  

But neither of these is true for cases of reflexive command (goes the objection). 

When I have made up my mind to do a certain thing, I know (ceteris paribus) that I have 

so decided. And, moreover, if I have so decided, then I already have sufficient reason to 

do what it is I have decided. Thus, if I’ve made up my mind to do a thing, it’s enough that 

I have done so, and I don’t need to command myself. 

The first thing to note about this objection is that it assumes that in cases of 

reflexive authority, the person is both aware of her decision, and she has sufficient reason 

to do the action from the decision alone. These assumptions might seem straightforward, 
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since we assume that when a commander gives herself an order, she does so as the result 

of a decision that she is aware of, and that she agrees with, and thus has sufficient reason 

to execute. But we should note that both of these things might fail to be true in the 

reflexive case.  

To begin with the second consideration, while we can agree that if a person makes 

a decision, then they are in some sense in agreement with that decision, it is quite 

possible for a person to come to a decision for which they need an extra reason to help 

them act on. This is especially the case when the decision involves a course of action 

which the person thinks best, all things considered, but not by a large margin, and with 

ample and powerful reasons opposing it. If I have to decide between two vacations, both 

of which are very appealing, then whichever one I choose, while it’s correct to say I agree 

with the choice, it’s also correct to say that I have good reasons to choose the alternate 

choice. Another common sort of case is when I must choose between a course of action 

that would bring me immediate pleasure, but long-term pain, and abstaining from such 

pleasure. While I might decide that prudence is the wiser choice, I can still yearn for the 

pleasure. 

In such cases, it doesn’t seem unreasonable to say that I might need an extra 

reason to do what I have decided, even after I have so decided. So if reflexive command 

can provide an extra reason to do what is commanded, it might be of some help in that 

regard even in reflexive circumstances. 

As to the first consideration, that of the knowledge of the decision, while it seems 

obvious that, at the time of making the decision, the decider is aware of it (except in very 
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odd cases), this doesn’t yet rule out the possibility that reflexive commands might serve a 

communicative purpose. Many commands propose to govern the behavior of the subject 

in the future. An officer who commands his subject to stand guard duty later that night is 

communicating to him that he needs to do something after the time the command is 

issued. And since people’s memories are fallible, a subject might well forget that the 

command was issued between the time he receives it and the time he is meant to obey it. 

So a command can serve a communicative purpose not just at the time of its issuance, but 

also later on, at the time when it needs to be obeyed. Reflexive commands can serve this 

latter communicative function, helping to remind forgetful subjects of the commands that 

apply to them when the circumstances arise. 

As an example of this, imagine the case of the forgetful sergeant-major, who can 

never remember to do his errands, but never forgets when he has issued an order. One 

strategy the soldier might adopt is commanding himself to do his errands. If the act of 

commanding makes a trace in his memory more reliably than the mere act of deciding, 

then commanding himself to do certain things will more likely result in his doing them 

(or at least his remembering them) than merely deciding to do them. 

The foregoing is a response premised on the assumption that the two conditions 

listed are actually necessary for standard interpersonal commands, i.e. that they are 

needed only in cases where the subject is ignorant of, or hostile to the command, or both. 

But in fact both of these suppositions are false. Even in cases where the subject is aware 

of what the commander will order done, and is in complete agreement with the command, 

the commander may well issue a command. For example, if the commander has decided 
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that all soldiers at the base will receive two weeks of leave, and she has shared this 

decision with her subordinates, before she officially commands it, and we assume that all 

of the subjects are in complete agreement with the command, in that they all want to see 

the command obeyed, the commander is not thereby relieved of the need to officially 

command the leave. 

What the above example shows is that commands serve more than merely 

communicative or persuasive purposes. When the commander issues a command, she 

doesn’t merely intend her subjects to become aware of her desires, nor does she simply 

want to give them a reason to come into compliance with those desires, should they be 

disposed not to do so, although, in the normal course of things, commanders intend one 

or both of these. But commanders also intend something further by their commands, 

something that is actually essential to a command’s being a command, that is, they intend 

to make it the duty of the commanded to do what is commanded. In other words, they 

intend to create an obligation on the part of the subjects, an obligation to do what is 

commanded.  

Making something a duty by command has many effects besides making the 

subject of the duty aware of the fact that the commander wishes him to do something and 

giving the subject a reason to do so. To begin with, commands often serve an expressive 

function. That is, they make it known that the commander endorses a certain course of 

action. This expressive function serves various purposes. It can be a method of 

demonstrating to others that the commander is serious when she says that she endorses a 

certain course of action. Alternatively, it can be a method of manifesting a decision on 
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the part of a commander in such a way as to make a certain sort of record. Commanders 

might want to have the fact that they endorse one or another course of action recorded in 

some more enduring fashion, perhaps for posterity, or perhaps for more prosaic reasons 

involving future recriminations. 

But the crucial effect of commanding isn’t expressive, communicative or 

persuasive, it’s normative. What commands do essentially is change the normative 

circumstances of the subject, by giving him a new obligation. It is this effect that 

differentiates commands from nearby phenomena, such as requests or suggestions. But 

this normative function doesn’t require that the subject be ignorant of the commander’s 

desires regarding his conduct, nor does it require that the subject need persuasion to 

perform the commanded action. 

 

4.4 - The Rescinding Problem

So we can grant that reflexive commands aren’t otiose, but still an opponent 

might object that promises aren’t properly described as reflexive commands, for the 

following reason. Those with command authority can typically rescind commands they 

have issued. For example, our military commander, having ordered her men away from 

the local bar, can change her mind, and rescind that order, thus removing the duty she had 

previously placed on her soldiers to forebear from entering the bar. And the same thing 

goes for reflexive commands of our military commander. If she had issued a general 
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order barring all soldiers at the base from entering the bar, she can rescind that order, and 

thus lift the prohibition she had placed on herself. 

But when I promise my neighbor to take her to the casino, I can’t, later on, simply 

rescind that promise unilaterally. Instead, it is my neighbor who has the power to release 

me from my obligation. This is so because of the promisee release condition. It’s a 

standard feature of promises that the promisee can release the promiser from his promise. 

So if a promise is a command I make to myself, it’s different than other commands, both 

interpersonal and reflexive, in that it’s beyond the power of the commander to rescind it. 

In order to respond to this objection, we must first probe deeper into the structure 

of authority more generally. We can begin by asking exactly what happens when an 

authority rescinds a command. 

The first thing to note is that when an authority rescinds a command, they don’t 

necessarily issue another command. If a commander has ordered her men to do X, where 

X is some action or task as yet uncompleted, or some recurring or continuous action, she 

can reverse that order either by issuing a countervailing command, or by simply 

rescinding the order itself. So, for example, if she has commanded her men to paint a 

fence, then before they have done so, she can stop them from having an obligation to do 

so by either ordering them to do something incompatible with painting the fence, or by 

simply lifting her previous order to paint the fence. 

And if she chooses the latter path, she hasn’t issued an order to her men, because 

she hasn’t instructed them to do anything, and she hasn’t imposed an obligation on them. 

Rather, it seems that her rescinding of her previous command is an executive decision on 
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her part, a decision about what sorts of duties her men shall have, but one that is made 

manifest not by command, but by some other form of authoritative action. 

In fact, what this example shows us is that rescinding an order always takes some 

form of executive decision apart from any command. A countervailing command must be 

interpreted as a combination of an explicit command and a tacit rescinding of the 

previous command. Otherwise, the subjects would face contradictory commands, which 

are not usually tolerated by systems of authority.  

But what sort of executive decision is the rescinding of a command? I propose 

that it is a manifestation of a second-order authoritative power, a power authorities have 

over authority itself. When a commander rescinds a previous command, she takes an 

action that alters the status of an authoritative action. Thus she exercises an authority over 

the issuing authority. 

 

4.4.1 – Second-order authority

Perhaps second-order authority is easier to conceptualize in the interpersonal case. 

When people have authority over subjects who in turn have authority over other subjects, 

then the higher authority can also have authority over the lesser authority’s authority. 

This is explicit in the military. Imagine a Colonel who is in authority over a Major, who 

is himself in authority over a troop of soldiers. Part of the Colonel’s authority over the 

Major is his authority over the major’s authority over his troop. And the obvious 
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evidence of this is that the Colonel can rescind one of the Major’s orders to the troop, in 

exactly the same way that the Major can rescind one of his own orders.  

When the Colonel exercises this power to rescind the Major’s orders, he 

obviously acts from his authority over the Major’s authority. And when the Major acts to 

rescind an order of his, he does the same thing. But what other sorts of second-order 

power does the Colonel have in the interpersonal case? It seems to me that the Colonel 

has at least two other sorts of powers: he can alter the scope of the Major’s authority, and 

he can alter the content of that authority. By scope, I mean the reach or size of the 

Major’s authority. The Colonel can promote or demote the Major, thereby either 

increasing or decreasing the scope of the Major’s authority in a sweeping and general 

way. So, for example, if the Major, as a Major, has a command of 50 men, the Colonel 

can bust him down to Captain, and thus reduce his command to 10 men.  

And the Colonel can also alter the content of the Major’s authority, that is, he can 

add or take away individual bits of that authority. He can do this by assigning the Major 

new men and new tasks, or by removing these sorts of things from him. So, for example, 

the Colonel can decide that the Major is to be in charge of a renovation project, and 

assign him some new charges, as well as the authority to supervise the renovations. 

With this in mind, let us return to the reflexive case, and ask: does a commander 

have second-order authority over himself? As we saw above, it seems intuitively clear 

that commanders have at least some reflexive second-order authority, manifest in their 

power to rescind their own commands. But do they have any of the other second order 

powers that second-order interpersonal authorities like the Colonel can have? 
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It seems to me that reflexive authority generally enjoys at least some of the 

interpersonal second-order powers, though not all. Remaining with the example of 

military authority, the Major, in addition to being able to rescind his own commands, is 

also able to shrink his own authority. As a limiting case, the Major is able to resign his 

commission, thus reducing his military authority to zero. This is akin to the Colonel’s 

power to drum the Major right out of the army. 

But the Major can also, like the Colonel, alter his authority more specifically. He 

can, for example, delegate some of his authority away. For example, if the Major has an 

inspection to perform, but he doesn’t want to be bothered, he can order one of his men to 

perform the inspection, and authorize him to make authoritative judgments and 

commands in his stead. What this amounts to then is the Major passing some of his 

authority to the deputy, which is similar to the sort of thing the Colonel could do by 

temporarily commandeering a soldier from the Major. In the latter case, the Colonel 

would temporarily take some of the Major’s authority over the soldier for himself, 

reducing the Major’s authority by that much, for the duration. 

But the Major can also manipulate his authority in more permanent ways. For 

example, he can approve a transfer for one of his men, from his company to another 

commander’s. When he does this, the Major again shrinks his authority by that amount 

(the loss of his authority over the soldier), but after the transfer is completed, the Major 

cannot then regain the authority over the soldier, neither by issuing a new command, or 

by attempting to rescind his order. Once the transfer is complete, the soldier is completely 
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outside of the authority of the Major, and under the authority of his new commander. In 

this way, an authority can permanently alienate a piece of his authority. 

So it seems that authority, at least military authority, comes with a reflexive 

second-order power to permanently alienate bits of itself, in the same way that 

interpersonal second-order authority can permanently alienate bits of its subject authority. 

And I propose that this is what happens when we issue promissory commands to 

ourselves. Specifically, I take promises to be two authoritative actions: the command to 

oneself to perform the promised action, and an executive decision to alienate a piece of 

one’s reflexive authority, by transferring it to the promisee. 

 

4.4.2 – The transfer of second order authority

But this requires a little more clarification. When I promise my neighbor to take 

her to the casino, I do two things: I order myself to do so, and I transfer to my neighbor 

the authority to rescind the command, a power I normally retain myself, as the issuer of 

the command. In this way, I lose the power to rescind the command, although I retain 

most of my reflexive authority. This explains why I am unable to rescind the promise, 

and also why my neighbor is able to do so.99 

99 I should add that this feature (the alienation of the promiser’s second-order authority to rescind the 
promise) is an essential element of inter-personal promises. I cannot promise my neighbor a ride, while at 
the same time reserving the right to retract the promise. Such a thing is not a promise, at least not a promise 
to another. But of course, in the reflexive case, I don’t alienate this second order authority, in the sense that 
I retain it in my capacity as the promisee. I deal with the possible difficulties with this feature of self 
promises self promises in section 2.8: Self Promises and the Promisee Release Condition, above (pp. 93-
100). 
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But this explanation invokes a phenomenon subtly different from the sorts 

evidenced above. The sort of authority I am alienating in the promising example is not 

first-order authority, i.e. the authority to command or make executive decisions for the 

subject, but rather a piece of second-order authority, namely the authority to rescind a 

particular command. So we should first ask whether it is possible to alienate second-order 

authority. 

Returning to the interpersonal case, I think we can see that alienating second-

order authority is possible. Consider again the Major who drums a soldier out of the 

army. When the discharge is effected, the Major doesn’t just lose the first-order authority 

he had over the soldier, that is, the authority he had to issue commands to the soldier and 

make decisions on behalf of the soldier. He also loses the second-order authority he had 

over the soldier. So, for example, he can no longer promote or demote the soldier. Nor 

can he transfer or otherwise alter bits of the soldier’s authority over others. So it does 

seem possible to alienate second-order authority. 

But it might be objected that this example is relevantly different than the promise 

case, since in it the alienation of second-order authority comes about as a result of the 

complete removal of first-order authority, whereas in the promise case I keep my first-

order reflexive authority, while alienating only a bit of my second-order authority. 

But it’s not difficult to imagine cases where military authorities alienate just bits 

of their second-order authority. As an example, the Major might be worried about making 

certain promotional decisions about a particular soldier, say because he fears himself 

biased. The Major can then ask another officer, perhaps his superior, to take over the duty 
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of reviewing the soldier. In this way, the Major alienates just a piece of his second-order 

authority. 

Yet further, it might be objected that the last example doesn’t show that an 

authority can alienate the power to rescind one of his own commands, which is what is at 

issue in the promise case. But again, I think we can imagine cases where authorities give 

up their power of rescinding, but little else.  

This sort of thing happens when authorities are concerned about improprieties in 

their conduct, or perhaps about the appearance of such improprieties, and they appoint 

others to investigate. So, for example, if the Major is concerned that people are alleging 

that he has been running an illegal gambling operation out of his command, he can 

appoint a special master, whose task will be to perform an investigation into whether the 

allegations are true. When the Major appoints the master, he does so by dint of his 

authority, but he simultaneously alienates the power he would normally have to rescind 

such a command. So generally, when the Major appoints a deputy to handle some task, he 

can rescind that appointment, and strip the deputy of his transferred authority. But in the 

case of the investigating master, the Major loses this power to rescind the appointment. 

He simply cannot fire the master, nor change his assignment. So here then is a case where 

an authority enjoys the power to reflexively alienate just a bit of the rescinding power 

over his previous commands that he normally enjoys. 

Finally, it might be objected that while these second-order powers reflexively 

hold true for military authority, they don’t transfer to the personal case. So, while the 

Major might have second-order power over his military authority over others, he doesn’t 
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have that same power over his authority over himself. Which is to say that while he can 

abdicate or alienate bits of his military authority, he can’t abdicate or alienate bits of his 

authority over himself.  

Now, at this point, we might well be within our rhetorical right to ask for a bit of 

supporting argument for the claim that military authority differs from personal authority 

in this way. But perhaps we can evince some evidence that reflexive alienation can occur 

in cases of purely personal reflexive authority. 

Before we attempt this task, however, we should remind ourselves of just what 

sort of power our authority over ourselves is meant to give us. The standard component 

of such personal authority is executive authority, that is, the power to make decisions 

regarding our lives and material circumstances. So, for example, I have the authority to 

decide to change jobs, or neighborhoods, or diets, etc. I claim further that we have the 

authority to issue commands to ourselves as well, but for now we can just concentrate on 

the less contentious claim that we have executive authority over ourselves.  

With this in mind, then, it seems as if we can abdicate much, if not all, of our 

personal executive authority, by voluntarily committing ourselves. By committing 

ourselves, I mean signing ourselves into a mental hospital or some other treatment 

facility. It’s obvious that people in such a facility have lost at least some of their reflexive 

executive authority. They can’t decide to leave, they can’t decide what they will have for 

dinner, or what color their walls will be, etc. 

Of course, in the actual world, such voluntary commitments are generally for a 

short period of time, after which, if the doctors concur, the patient regains their authority. 
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But if they are able to actually commit themselves, then they are able to alienate some of 

their reflexive executive authority, even for a short time. 

The same is true for people who join the army. Joining the army can obviously be 

an act of personal authority, that is, it’s a decision made by the potential recruit, under the 

auspices of his authority over himself, which is just another way of saying that the 

decision can be an autonomous one. Of course, people can be conscripted into the army, 

by dint of the authority their governments wield over them, and people can be press-

ganged into the army, by duress. But neither of these possibilities detracts from the fact 

that people can also voluntarily join the army, and that when they do, what causes them 

to come under the authority of the army is their own executive decision. 

And when you join the army, it’s understood that you alienate some of your 

reflexive executive authority. You lose your ability to decide where you will live, what 

work you will do, etc. And, at the same time, your commanding officers gain this 

executive authority over you. So here again is a case of an executive decision made from 

personal authority that alienates some of that personal authority. And this alienation looks 

to be a transfer, that is, the recruit doesn’t just abdicate his personal authority, rather he 

transfers it to his commanding officers, or perhaps to the army generally. So it seems 

plausible that even in the case of personal authority, we have second-order power to 

alienate some, or even all of it. And we should note that in both of the above cases, the 

self-commitment and the new recruit, that the person involved transfers away not merely 

first-order personal authority, but also second-order personal authority, at least to the 

extent that they lose the ability to rescind the executive decision that commits them in the 
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first place. When our new recruit signs the papers (or whatever action makes his 

executive decision manifest), he thereby loses the ability to retract or rescind that 

decision, at least for a period of time. The same thing goes for our would-be mental 

patient. 

So it seems that there are examples of the alienation of personal authority, even 

second-order authority, like the power to rescind previous executive decisions. But still 

one might object that the claim that an authority can never issue a command that he can’t 

rescind is true. In all of the above cases, we don’t find one where the authority issues a 

command that they cannot rescind. In the interpersonal case of the Major transferring a 

soldier to another’s command, the Major makes an executive decision that he can’t 

reverse, the decision to approve the transfer, but this decision needn’t be made manifest 

in the form of a command. Whereas the promising case involves a command, namely the 

command the promisee issues to herself, that the issuing authority cannot thereafter 

rescind. 

This last objection shouldn’t detain us too long, since it relies on a dubious claim, 

namely that authorities can’t issue commands that they cannot rescind. This claim seems 

reasonable when we think only of first-order commands, that is, commands that don’t 

concern the scope of another authority. But some commands, like some executive 

decisions, are second-order, which is to say that they do concern another authority.  

So, for example, in the case of the new recruit, if we style the recruit’s executive 

action in joining the military as a command he gives to himself, then this is a second-

order command, i.e. he is commanding himself to transfer some of his executive authority 
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over to the army. But this second-order command doesn’t seem like the sort of thing he 

can then rescind at will, for the reasons given above. 

This points the way to a general principle, that while it might be the case that 

first-order commands can always be rescinded by the issuing commander, second order 

commands are not always similarly vulnerable. 

So to recap, my view is that promises are a combination of two authoritative 

actions. The first is a reflexive command, given by the promiser to herself, to do what is 

promised. The second is an executive decision, taken by the promiser, to transfer the 

authority that the promiser would normally have to rescind the reflexive command to the 

promisee. In this way, the promiser comes to have an obligation to do what is promised, 

and the promisee comes to have the power to lift that obligation, by rescinding the 

command, while the promiser loses that power, and so cannot rescind the command. 

.

4.5 - Arguments for Promises as Reflexive Commands

4.5.1 – The Argument from executive authority

So what are some arguments in favor of the command view of promises? There 

are several, and now that we have cleared some ground, we can turn to them. Firstly, 

what reason do we have to think that we have command authority over ourselves? One 
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such reason is the following: Command authority generally comes with executive 

authority. When we look across examples of executive authority, such as military 

authority, parental authority and professional authority, we see that in almost all instances 

the executive authority is accompanied by command authority. So the military 

commander doesn’t just have the power to decide where his men shall drink, or what 

sorts of tents they will sleep in, he also has the power to command them. Parents don’t 

just have the power to relocate their children, and plan their diets, they also have the 

power to order them to do things. And the same goes, of course, for bosses and 

supervisors. 

So if we grant that we have executive authority over ourselves, then we have at 

least some reason to believe that we also have command authority. But further, we can 

see that the reason that command authority usually follows executive authority is present 

in the personal case. That reason is that command authority is just another way to allow 

an authority to impose his will on his subject.  

When a person has authority over another person, this fact is normally 

underpinned by some need to have the authority be able to make the subject conform to 

his (the authority’s) will. And this purpose is augmented by the ability the authority has 

to impose obligations on the subject. So, for example, in the military case, the reason the 

Major has authority over his troops is so that he can make them do what he wills, and this 

goal is in turn supported by the underlying need to be able to coordinate the functions of 

many men. Towards that end, it’s not enough that the Major be able to make decisions 

about the circumstances of his men, although this is necessary, it must also be the case 
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that he be able to command them, that is, that he be able to impose and alter the 

obligations that obtain for them. Without such a power, he would never be able to 

coordinate their behavior to accomplish the military objectives. 

And the same sort of reasoning holds for personal authority. Personal executive 

authority is grounded in the desire for autonomy. We want people to be autonomous, 

which is to say that we want people to be able to make decisions that affect their lives and 

circumstances, themselves. Towards that end, we say that people stand in executive 

authority over themselves, over their own lives. But again, this aim is aided by allowing 

people to command themselves, in the same way that allowing the Major to command his 

men aids the goal of military coordination. This is because certain undertakings are best 

accomplished by establishing an obligation to perform them. So, for example, we think 

that deciding whether to join the army is a decision that an autonomous person should 

have the right to make. But if the best way to accomplish this is to have the person 

obligate himself to the army, and the best way to bring this about is by the person 

commanding himself to do so, then we should allow that the person has the power to 

command himself this way. 

More generally, it seems that the power to obligate oneself is a proper component 

of personal authority, and as such, it makes sense to allow that people can obligate 

themselves by command, in order that they might more efficiently obligate themselves. 

So, if promising, meaning bringing about obligations to do what you say you will, is the 

sort of power that we think autonomous people ought to enjoy, then this is a reason to 

think that they can do so directly, by command. 
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But of course, the theories we saw earlier disagree that commands are necessary 

to explain the provenance of promissory obligations, even though they are in agreement 

that promises are the sorts of things that people get to make by dint of their autonomy. 

Rather, these views make out promises to be other sorts of actions, actions that result in 

obligations, but not directly, as commands do. So we might ask, what other reasons do 

we have to believe that promises are commands? 

 

4.5.2 – Argument from shared features

Another reason to believe that promises are commands is the similarity between 

the two things. As I noted briefly above, promises share a number of important features 

with commands. But perhaps we should here go over these similarities in more detail. 

Promises are like commands in at least four different ways: linguistically, normatively, 

functionally and rationally. Let us take these in turn. 

As items of language, promises and commands are both speech acts, and both are 

commonly phrased in the imperative mood. Commands, of course, are essentially 

imperative. When the Major issues a command, it is always in the imperative mood: 

“You will do such and such, and that’s an order”. But promises too are imperatives. 

When I promise my neighbor to take her to the casino, I do so by saying something like: 

“I will take you, and that’s a promise”. Again, the copula is rendered in the imperative 

mood. 
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And these two examples help us to see another linguistic similarity between 

commands and promises, namely, both often come adorned with some special formal 

characteristics, characteristics designed to identify the speech act as the sort of act it is, 

and to differentiate it from other similar speech acts. The codicil “and that’s a 

promise/order” plays this role in the above examples, but we can see that any other sorts 

of phrases can play a similar role. Sometimes, this identifier role is highly formalized, so 

that all and only the speech acts containing a specific formula count as promises or 

commands. An example of this is found in the parlor game “Simon says’. For those 

unfamiliar with the game, there is a caller and an audience, and the caller issues 

commands to the audience, who must then execute them. The legitimate commands are 

all prefaced by the phrase “Simon says”, but the caller intersperses these legitimate 

commands with other directives that aren’t prefaced by the special phrase. The audience 

must not obey these directives, but rather only those prefaced by the special phrase. The 

object of the game is to avoid being caught out by obeying a command that was not 

prefaced by ‘Simon says’. 

This game turns on the formal difference between a command and another sort of 

directive. We might say that the directives issued behind the special phrase are 

commands, whereas those without it aren’t commands, but, rather, suggestions or 

requests. The game shows us two important things about commands, that they are often 

highly formalized, and that this is so because other things can be (and often are) mistaken 

for them. The formalization is designed to help us disambiguate commands from these 

nearby phenomena. 
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And the same thing is true for promises. Most obviously, there is the term 

‘promise’, which acts as a piece of formal identification. But there are also cognate 

words, as we have seen, that do the same thing, words like ‘vow’, ‘swear’, ‘pledge’ and 

so on. And, like commands, the action of promising is also often attended by certain non-

verbal actions, also designed to identify the promise as a promise. These include things 

like placing one’s hand on the bible, or in the air, or shaking the promisee’s hand, etc. 

Both promises and commands have these formal identifiers because both of them 

have close cousins, things that can easily be mistaken for them, but are importantly 

different from them, in that those cousins don’t bring about obligations. In the case of 

commands, the nearby phenomena are, as we saw, suggestions and requests. Both of 

these things are commonly phrased in the imperative mood, and both of them are often 

apropos in cases where a command would also be useful. So, for example, if the Major is 

out for a drive with one of his soldiers, and he thinks that the left turn is the correct one, 

he might suggest this to the driver, or he might request that the driver turn left. 

Alternatively, he might order the driver to turn left, and in such a case, he might well 

append the phrase “and that’s an order” to help the driver distinguish it from either of 

these two things. 

And so it is with promises. If my neighbor is telling me of her transportation 

difficulties, I might tell her of my intention to drive her to the casino, or I might share 

with her my desire to do so. But I might also promise to take her, and to help her identify 

it as a promise, I might well tack on the phrase “and that’s a promise”. In both cases, the 

disambiguating phrase is needed to distinguish between promises and commands and 
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other phenomena, but the similarity doesn’t end there. The reason there is such a method 

of formal disambiguation is also the same in both case, namely, promises and commands, 

unlike their nearby neighbors, change the normative situation, and they do so in roughly 

the same way, by bringing into existence a new obligation.  

 

4.5.3 – The Argument from discursive obligations

And this brings us to the next relevant similarity between promises and 

commands, one mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, namely that both promises 

and commands are producers of obligations. When I promise my neighbor, I produce an 

obligation that bears on me to do what I promise, an obligation that would not attach had 

I merely expressed an intention, or a desire to do so. Similarly, if the commander orders 

his driver to turn left, he produces in his driver an obligation to do so, something that 

would not happen if he had merely suggested a left turn, or offered it as a piece of advice. 

Moreover, what makes the normative similarity between promises and commands 

especially close is that both produce discursive obligations. If we recall, discursive 

obligations are those that are created by a speech act, and where the contents of the 

obligation is detailed in the seminal speech act. This was a category of obligations that 

we proposed because of promises, but we can see that commands fit the bill just as well. 

When a commander orders his soldiers to do something, his utterance both shapes the 

nature of the soldier’s obligation, and brings it about. The same holds for promises, and 
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perhaps also for other, related phenomena, such as authoritative decrees, legal directives, 

and contracts. 

The discursive nature of promissory obligations, like commands, allows those 

who use them to manipulate the normative universe in a direct and specific manner. 

Unlike other sorts of obligations, created non-discursively, the contents of discursive 

obligations are entirely within the purview of the issuer, and this plasticity allows those 

who employ discursive obligations to shape the normative to very close specifications.  

A further similarity is to be found between the background conditions necessary 

for the obligation to obtain in cases of promise and command. Both promises and 

commands place formal and substantive constraints on the production of the actual 

obligation. Formally, both require that utterances be issued in appropriate circumstances, 

i.e. the issuer must be lucid, the issuer must be someone authorized (with the power) to so 

issue, etc. More substantively, both phenomena place limits on the probity of the sorts of 

actions that can be the content of the issue. Orders, in order to be effective, can’t 

contravene moral demands, or at least not too severely. Ditto for promises. 

 

4.5.4 – The Argument from exclusionary reasons

And this trust-inducing capacity of promises and commands is partly explained by 

the final sort of similarity between the two phenomena I shall discuss. Promises and 

commands are alike in that both of them produce certain sorts of reasons, reasons that are 

thought to be produced only by obligations. I’m speaking here of exclusionary reasons. 
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‘Exclusionary’ reasons is a term of art coined by Joseph Raz,100 although the 

concept it names was advanced by Hart101 before him. Hart and Raz were both trying to 

explain how the sorts of reasons that authorities provided their subjects differed from 

ordinary reasons. Raz’s work has the more detailed theory, so we can use his as the 

reference text. For Raz, exclusionary reasons are reasons that have two important features 

that distinguish them from ordinary reasons: they are content-independent, and they are 

exclusionary.  

Content-independence means that the content of the reason, or the action for 

which the reason is a reason, is not what makes the reason a reason. In other words, a 

content-independent reason for an action X is a reason to do X, apart from what X is, or 

what the effects of X might be. Take requests as an example. When a person requests of 

us that we do something, they give us a reason to do that thing that is independent of the 

requested action.  

Another way of saying the same thing is that a request gives us a reason to do 

whatever is requested, not because of what is requested, but rather because it is requested. 

If my neighbor asks me to take her to the casino, then I have a reason to take her, but this 

reason would be the same reason I would have had she asked me to take her to the 

grocery, or mow her lawn. In all these cases, my reason to do what my neighbor requests 

is that he requested it, and does not originate with the action itself. 

 
100 Raz uses this concept and the associated terminology in many different places, but perhaps the following 
two are the most central renditions: Practical Reason and Norms (Hutchison: 1975) pp. 37-45, The 
Morality of Freedom (Oxford: 1986) pp. 42-45. 
101 Here the locus classicus is “Commands and Authoritative Legal Reasons” in Essays on Bentham, 
(Clarendon: 1982).  
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The property of exclusion require a little more exegesis. Raz offers us a two-level 

theory of reasons, with first-order reasons, the mundane sorts of things we usually take to 

be reasons, or as Raz puts it “Relations between facts and persons”; and second-order 

reasons. Second-order reasons are reasons that pertain to other reasons. Raz divides 

second-order reasons into two further sorts, positive and negative. Positive second-order 

reasons are reasons to treat first-order reasons as reasons, negative reasons are reasons to 

disregard first-order reasons. 

Negative second-order reasons are thus reasons against reasons. Raz offers us the 

example of a person who is very tired, and knows that when she is in that state, she can’t 

make proper decisions. These facts give the person a second-order reason to disregard the 

first-order reasons that she might entertain while she is tired. 

Exclusionary reasons are, then, second-order negative reasons that are content 

independent. Raz claims that such reasons are the hallmarks of authoritative reasons, 

especially the reasons that a commanded subject has to obey the command. When a 

commander orders a subject to do something, they give that subject a content-

independent reason to do the thing, coupled with an negative second-order reason to 

disregard all contravening reasons to do otherwise. Raz calls this whole complex an 

exclusionary reason. 

So on Raz’a view, commands produce exclusionary reasons in their subjects. But 

Raz, as well as Hart, also thinks that promises produce exclusionary reasons. Indeed, both 

of these authors offer promises up as an example of a source of exclusionary reasons. 

Perhaps we should briefly review why they think so. 
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When I promise my neighbor to take her to the casino, I give myself a reason to 

do so, namely the fact that I promised. But what sort of reason is this promissory reason? 

More pointedly, is it content independent and exclusionary? As to the first question, I 

think it’s obvious that promissory reasons are content-independent in the appropriate 

sense. To promise is to give oneself a reason to do whatever was promised, and that 

reason is the same regardless of what is promised. So it certainly seems that promissory 

reasons aren’t reasons by dint of the action they propose. 

But is my promissory reason exclusionary, in other words is it a reason to 

disregard other reasons? Here we need to ask what sort of test will allow us to determine 

whether a given reason is exclusionary, i.e. negative and second-order. Raz offers the 

following advice on this matter. Second-order reasons differ from first-order ones 

primarily by having a different dimension of weight or strength. As such, second order 

reasons do not compete directly with first-order reasons, as other first-order reasons do. 

What this means is that when we have competing first-order reasons, that is reasons that 

pull us in opposite directions, we decide what to do by weighing, in some sense, the 

strength of the two reasons. The strongest reason wins this balancing, and becomes the 

ultimate reason. 

But when a first and second-order reason contradict, we don’t compare their 

relative strengths, says Raz. Instead, we ask whether the second-order reason excludes 

the first, or not. A second-order reason excludes a first-order one when the latter falls into 

what Raz calls the scope of the second-order reason. If the first-order reason falls within 
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the scope of the competing second-order reason, it is automatically excluded, regardless 

of its strength. 

This means that in cases where reasons of two levels conflict, if the first-order 

reason falls under the scope of the second-order one, then it’s possible that the agent feel 

that she must act in opposition to what she takes the balance of first-order reason to be. 

Cases like this, says Raz, are classically indicative of inter-level conflict, and as Hart 

notes, such cases are often accompanied by a particular feeling of tension or unease, as 

the agent is pulled in two different directions. 

As an example of this, Hart offers the following case. A soldier’s commander 

orders him to commandeer the vehicle of a townsman, in order to achieve some objective. 

The commanded soldier can see that the method by which the commander has ordered 

him to carry out the mission is not the best one, and that the same goal could be 

accomplished much more efficiently in another manner. 

Now the soldier is faced with an inter-level conflict of reasons. The balance of 

first-order reasons tells him to do what he thinks best to accomplish the goal. But to do so 

would be to shirk his duty. If the soldier reflects on the situation, he will feel that special 

queasiness that Hart and Raz note as typical of inter-level conflicts. And, as Hart further 

notes, it is quite reasonable to imagine the soldier thinking the following to himself: 

“Well, it would be much better to do it my way, but that’s not for me to decide. I’ve been 

given an order, and that’s what I must do, regardless of what I think about it.”  

But this sort of thought is a dead giveaway that what has happened when the 

soldier opts to do his duty in the face of what he takes to be the balance of first-order 
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reasons is that he has determined that the second-order reason he has to obey his 

commander excludes the first-order reasons he has to do something else, since ex 

hypothesi the command reason doesn’t outweigh the other reasons (the soldier thinks 

that, absent the command, the best thing to do would be something other than what was 

commanded), yet it triumphs over it nonetheless. 

So when we ask whether promissory reasons are exclusionary, we should look for 

cases like this, cases where the promissory reason seems to convince those it binds to do 

what they feel to be opposed to the balance of first-order reasons. 

To return to the example of my neighbor and I then, imagine that after I have 

promised my neighbor to take her, I learn that another neighbor of mine would also 

greatly benefit from a trip out, say to the local park to get some fresh air. Let us further 

stipulate that I justifiably come to believe that this second neighbor would enjoy her trip 

out more than the first neighbor, to whom I’ve already promised a ride. So, apart from the 

promise, it would seem that the balance of first-order reasons would dictate that I take the 

second neighbor to the park. But of course, the mere fact that the second neighbor would 

enjoy the park more won’t make me break my promise to my neighbor, even though I can 

plainly see that, absent the promise, I have more reason to do the second thing than the 

first. 

And, just like the case of the soldier, it’s perfectly reasonable for me to say to 

myself: “Well, taking the second neighbor out would have been better, but it’s too late 

now, I’ve already promised the first neighbor, and so it’s no longer up to me.” 



192

I think that the above demonstrates that Raz and Hart are correct in their claims 

that promissory reasons are exclusionary reasons, and thus this is another similarity 

shared by the two phenomena. And these special reasons, in turn, are what allows both 

promises and commands to play the special role they do, inspiring trust in others. 

Promises inspire trust because they give the promiser a powerful and protected reason to 

do what is promised. 

 

4.6 - Benefits of the Authority View

But even if we grant that the authority theory of promissory obligation is 

coherent, and has the resources to explain the contents of promissory phenomena, it still 

has a fairly high barrier to hurdle. The view is, at least, not-intuitive, and it seems 

downright counter-intuitive in some instances. First and foremost, the very idea of 

ordering oneself to do something seems odd, and the view makes all promises, not merely 

promises to the self, instances of such reflexive commands. Add to this the extra fillip the 

view needs to explain promisee release, and it would seem that the view is in need of 

some extra help in pushing the burden of proof over to the skeptics. 

 Towards that end, in this final section I will outline the advantages the authority 

view has over the other sorts of promissory theories on offer, and I will close with an 

appeal to more general theoretical considerations in favor of the theory, considerations 
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brought into focus by the investigations into various sorts of promising behavior 

undertaken above. 

 

4.6.1 - Prudential Theories

The first consideration here is, obviously, that the authority theory, unlike the 

prudential, conventional and expectational, views, can accommodate promises to the self. 

As I argued in the second chapter, many important sorts of promising phenomena are 

most plausibly explained as promises made by the promiser to herself. Among the 

examples I listed were the promises spouses make in taking their wedding vows; the 

vows taken by those who would rectify a wrong; pledges of comportment, where people 

pledge to undertake some regimen or forbear from some action, and oaths of office or 

duty.  

 As we saw, prudential theories fail to account for self promises for two reasons. 

Firstly, many self promises will be made in private, especially pledges of comportment 

and vows of rectification. As such, these promises won’t invoke the potential punishment 

of others for reneging, as others won’t know of them to so punish. Secondly, self 

promisers, being both promisee and promiser, can release themselves from their 

obligations in their capacity as promisee. But, if this is so, then we would never be able to 

ascertain whether they had actually broken a promise, or merely released themselves 

from the obligation prior to their non-performance. 
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But the authority theory suffers no such difficulties with self promises, because it 

doesn’t require that a promiser-breaker face punishment in order for there to be a 

promissory obligation. Rather there need only be an authoritative action on the part of the 

promiser, and no further claim about the effects of such an action upon others is 

necessary. Self promises are straightforwardly understandable on this view, because there 

is no extra difficulty in understanding a command made for the commander’s benefit than 

one made for another’s. But prudential theories suffer from other deficiencies that don’t 

afflict the authority view, let me turn to some of these now. 

 

4.6.2 - Other Problems for Prudential Theories

Prudential theories of promising ground promissory obligations in the potential 

recrimination a promiser faces for breaking a promise. As such, the obligation to keep a 

promise hinges on the viability of the retaliatory threat. But this means that if one could 

break a promises without such a threat, then one won’t have an obligation to keep it, a 

result that seems very counterintuitive. 

 As I mentioned just above, one practical reason why self promises can’t (all) be 

accounted for on the prudential model was that many of them would be made in private, 

and thus the others who would ostensibly carry out the punishment for reneging won’t be 

able to, as they won’t know of the promise. But this worry affects more than just self 

promises. Any promise that is sufficiently private will also suffer a lack of corresponding 

obligation, on this view. And, on the (plausible, in my estimation) definition of promise 
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that we are working under, such a lack would mean that these promises wouldn’t 

properly be called promises at all. 

 What sorts of promises might be private in this way? To begin with, promises 

made entirely secretly. If, upon seeing my son’s disappointment with his Christmas gifts, 

I silently promise him that I will buy him something I know he loves for his birthday, 

then, on the prudential view, I have no obligation to keep my promise (so long as I don’t 

share the information with anyone) since no-one will know of it. 

 The plausibility of secret promises of this sort have been addressed by Mark 

Miggoti, and he takes them to be real promises. However, there are some obvious 

arguments against such a view, so let us move onto the next sort of private promises. 

 The next sort of promise that might fail to meet the potential retaliation conditions 

of the prudential view are promises made to the promisee alone. This category is 

obviously much broader than the earlier one, and unlike it, it encompasses many sorts of 

promises that we could not (plausibly) intuitively reject as promises. The first of this sort 

we might call deathbed promises. These are promises made to the dying, usually very 

soon before their demise. So, for example, I might promise my dying father to remain on 

the family’s land, or a soldier might promise a dying comrade to return an heirloom to the 

dying man’s family. These sorts of promises are more than mundane, they are prosaic. 

Indeed, the dramatic nature of such promises causes them to figure quite prominently in 
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dramatic treatments of promises, and in those cases, the death of the promisee is often 

taken to bolster the promissory obligation.102 

But on the prudential view, the death of the promisee in such cases has the 

opposite effect. For, while the promisee is alive, there is at least some chance that the 

promiser might face punishment for breaking the promise, since the promisee might 

make it known, or perhaps take revenge himself. But, in those cases where only the 

promiser and promisee are aware of the promise, when the promisee dies the promiser 

faces no chance of punishment for reneging, unless he outs himself. As such, the death of 

the promisee means not the reinforcement of the promissory obligation, but rather its 

removal, and this seems intuitively insupportable. 

 Similar problems arise for the prudential view when we consider private (meaning 

between promiser and promisee alone) promises where the promisee isn’t dead (or dying) 

but merely missing, or distant, or otherwise incapable of publicizing the fact of the 

promiser’s renege. If I promise something to a soldier departing for some distant war, the 

fact that the soldier, once at the front, is far away from me and those around me, and thus 

can’t tell whether I’ve broken my promise, couldn’t punish me if he could discern my 

infidelity, and couldn’t share this information with others so that they might exact 

punishment, would mean, on the prudential view, that I really hadn’t promised the soldier 

at all, or at least, that I didn’t have any obligation to keep it if I had. Again, this result 

seems unacceptable. And the same can be said for promisees in comas, or other with 
 
102 Perhaps the most apt (if not the most important) example of this sort of promise in art is to be found in 
Robert Service’s poem “The Cremation of Sam McGee” in, inter alia, The Collected Poems of Robert 
Service, (Putnam: 1989) where the narrator promises his dying trail-mate that he will cremate his remains. 
The poem contains the oft-quoted line: “A promise made is a debt unpaid”, but for my purposes here the 
most important line is: “A pal’s last need is a thing to heed, so I swore I would not fail”  
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medical conditions that make it impossible for them to know of or publicize the reneging 

of the promisee. 

 Finally, the prudential view requires that the threat of retaliation be plausible, and 

this requires not merely that the claim of reneging be aired, but also that it be granted 

credibility. On the assumption that in many cases at least, the promisee can’t punish the 

promiser for reneging all on her own, then what is required for such punishment isn’t 

merely that the promisee tell others of the behavior, but that those others believe her, for 

if they don’t, they won’t take retaliatory action just as surely as if they were ignorant of 

the claim altogether. 

 So, in many cases of private (between promiser and promisee) promises, 

promisers won’t have an obligation to keep their ‘promises’, because the promisees won’t 

be believed if they do claim to have been let down. I can think of at least two sorts of 

reasons for this. 

 First and perhaps most damagingly for the view, if the promise is really private, 

and the promiser disputes the allegation of the promisee by claiming that no promise was 

ever made (an obvious defense if ever there was one) then all the third party persons 

called to act as jury for the promisee would have to go in is the competing versions of the 

parties. And given that believing the promisee would entail punishing the promiser, and 

that punishment, especially social sanctions of this sort, is generally understood to be 

justly applied only when there is good evidence against the accused, it would seem that in 

all of these cases, a reasonable jury would be forced to disbelieve the promisee, or at least 
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refuse to act on her behalf, since doing so would be tantamount to convicting a defendant 

based entirely on the uncorroborated testimony of her accuser. 

 Of course, in some cases, such a finding doesn’t seem all that problematic. For 

example when a stranger is found with some preciously guarded piece of property of the 

plaintiff, and claims, in the face of the plaintiff’s vehement denials, that the plaintiff gave 

it to him, we might reasonably side with the plaintiff, even though the possession of the 

property is only a crime if we antecedently believe the plaintiff’s testimony. But cases 

like these are underwritten by a general expectation that people won’t willingly give 

away their valuables to strangers, and then lie about it. No such general presumption is 

present in private promise cases. In some cases, surely, the promisees claims might seem 

to run counter to our expectations of the promiser’s behavior that we might reasonably 

doubt the veracity of the former, but the vast majority will not, especially when we 

consider that people often promise others things that they would never do, absent the 

promise, including things that run counter to their (the promiser’s) interest. 

 Another sort of case where a private promise might fail to invoke a plausible 

threat of punishment for reneging is one where the jury has antecedent reasons to trust the 

promiser over the promisee. There might be a variety of reasons for this: the promisee 

might be someone who is notoriously unreliable, and prone to lying. Alternately, the 

promiser might be someone with an impeccable record of truth-telling. Less 

extravagantly, in cases where the promiser has more credibility than the promisee, the 

promiser might well reasonably doubt the threat of (at least public) retaliation. This 

condition might obtain because of the relative social positions of the principals. If the 
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promiser is a prominent politician, and the promisee an unknown constituent, the 

politician might well assume correctly that he can make a private promise to the 

constituent without fear of being called to account for non-performance, on the grounds 

that no-one, or at least no-one important enough, will believe the latter’s story over his. 

 All of the above is not to say that these sorts of things, i.e. private promise broken 

by unscrupulous promisers because they calculate that the chance of punishment is 

acceptably low, don’t happen in the general run of things. Of course, such evil acts are, if 

not commonplace, at least common enough that we can all conjure up real-world 

instances. Rather, I bring them up to underscore the implausibility of the central claim of 

the prudential theory of promissory obligations, namely, that the obligation to keep a 

promise rests on the plausibility of the punitive consequences. What makes the theory 

untenable is that, in such cases, it is forced to conclude that the private promiser don’t 

have a promissory obligation. This claim is, I think, completely insupportable. 

 And this problem persists for the more moderate versions of the theory we 

considered earlier. On the original Hobbesian version, the punishment for breaking a 

promise was very severe (generally either death or expulsion from civilization), and 

administered exclusively by the sovereign. But modifying these two claims doesn’t touch 

the central point. Whether the punishment envisioned is exile, or exclusion from the 

circle of promisers, or even just general social disapproval, and whether it is meted out by 

the all powerful sovereign, a court, or the patrons of a local pub, the points made above 

still stand. What is at issue is the plausibility of the claim that it is the threat of those 

punishments, regardless of how severe they are or who imposes them, that gives promiser 
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an obligation to keep their promises. If this is so, then private promises of the sorts 

discussed above won’t carry obligations, because the threat of punishment will be too 

distant, regardless of the nature or origin of that punishment. 

 So prudential theories suffer from another, pervasive difficulty, aside from their 

inability to accommodate self promises, they are also unable to account for our intuition 

that promissory obligations obtain even in cases where punishment for promise-breaking 

is highly unlikely or impossible. But the authority theory suffers no such weakness. This 

is because the authority theory doesn’t ground promissory obligations in the threat of 

punishment, but rather in the power the promiser has to command herself. On this view, 

the power one’s promisee has to make it public that one has reneged, and the likelihood 

that others will believe and act on this information, is entirely beside the point for 

answering the question of whether or not one has an obligation to keep one’s promise. 

 

4.6.3 - Conventionalism

The next sort of theory I considered was that of Rawls, and again, in the last 

chapter, I argued that this theory was incapable of accounting for self promises. In Rawls’ 

case, this difficulty is caused by his requirement that promisers derive some specific sort 

of (promissory) benefits from making a promise, in order for an obligation to attach. 

 To recap briefly, Rawls believes that promises are obligatory because to make a 

promise is to take advantage of a cooperative social institution, and that having thus 

availed oneself of the institution, one owes it (or it’s supporters and practitioners) a debt 
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of fidelity. For Rawls, breaking a promise is tantamount to ‘free-riding’, i.e. getting the 

benefits of a cooperative arrangement, without paying one’s share. 

 The problem for this view with self promises is, like with prudential theories, that 

many self promises will fail the publicity condition, as they will be private promises. If, 

in order to take advantage of the promising institution, we need to declare our promises to 

others (apart from the promisee) then these private self promises won’t count as 

promises. 

 But there is a more principled incompatibility between the Rawlsian theory and 

self promises. Rawls takes the principle of fairness to be one designed to handle a 

specific moral problem, namely that of free-riding on the cooperative endeavors of 

others. As a result, Rawls requires that promisers ‘take advantage’ of the promising 

institution in order for them to be bound by their promises. But what Rawls means by 

‘taking advantage’ is shaped by his view of the purpose of the promising convention, i.e. 

to facilitate coordination and cooperation. And, since self promises in general aren’t 

designed to facilitate coordination, they won’t be proper instances of promising, in that 

they won’t take advantage of the institution, and thus they won’t engender promissory 

obligations. 

 Again, the authority theory suffers no such problems, since it doesn’t ground 

promissory obligations in a convention of promising at all. On the authority theory, one 

doesn’t have to use a cooperative convention to make oneself a promise, instead, one can 

make a promise merely by invoking one’s reflexive authority. And while I haven’t 

provided a theory of the ultimate ground of such personal authority, I think I can safely 



202

say that it isn’t plausibly founded on any sort of social convention, cooperative or 

otherwise. If we have authority to command ourselves, it seems to stem from our basic 

autonomy, and the value that self command has for that autonomy. And personal 

autonomy is the antithesis of a conventional phenomenon. 

 

4.6.4 - Other Problems for Conventionalism

But in addition to the problem with self promises, conventionalist theories like 

Rawls’ face a pervasive difficulty that the authority theory does not. The problem is that 

the justificatory method conventionalists use to explain promissory obligations 

necessarily puts severe constraints on what sorts of thing can count as a promise, and 

these constraints mean that plenty of intuitively proper promises will not be covered by 

the convention, and thus won’t produce obligations in their issuers. 

 To see why this is so, we must first look a little more closely at the justificatory 

strategy employed by conventionalism. That strategy is, broadly, to explain promissory 

obligations by appealing to the value of the practice or convention of promise-making 

and promise keeping. But there is an obvious lacuna between the value of the promising 

convention, even the moral value of such, and the fact of an obligation that obtains on all 

promisers to keep there promises. The promising convention is a large, scattered 

collection of behaviors and dispositions to behave, and, perhaps, some explicit or implicit 

rules that describe that behavior. Individual promises are local, tiny constituent bits of 

this larger whole. But the fact that the whole is morally valuable does not automatically 
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meant that the individual bits are morally valuable, in the manner that would make 

fidelity in those cases morally obligatory. To avoid the fallacy of division, the 

conventionalist needs to offer a reason why fidelity to individual promises is obligatory, 

given that promises, as a class, are morally valuable.  

Before we explore the answers given by conventionalists, we should pause here to 

see why some apparent explanations for this transfer of moral value don’t work. It might 

seem that we could explain the duty of individual promisers to keep their promises by 

appealing directly to the rules of the promising convention. One way to do this would be 

to appeal to the Rawlsian notion of constitutive rules.103 

Constitutive rules are rules that define certain types of behavior, and thus make 

them possible. The example Rawls uses is that  of the rules of baseball. The baseball rules 

aren’t merely regulatory, in that they forbid, permit or mandate certain types of behavior, 

they are also constitutive of the game of baseball. What this means is that certain sorts of 

baseball actions, like hitting a home run, and striking out, are only possible in the context 

of the game (convention). One can hit a ball over a fence, and one can swing at a ball 

three times and miss, but these things are only home runs and strike-outs in a baseball 

game. If the rules of the promising convention are similarly constitutive of promises, as 

conventionalists generally think they are, then we might claim that the rule that one must 

keep one’s promises means that fidelity to promises is a necessary condition of promising 

at all, and thus perforce all promisers must keep there promises, on pain of not actually 

participating in the convention. 

 
103 Rawls “Two Concepts of Rules” in Philosophical Review (64-1: 1955) 3-32. 
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Such an appeal might well work for explaining why a batter must sit down after 

three strikes, or why a team must leave the plate and assume the field after three outs. It 

seems reasonable to say that if teams didn’t follow these rules, they would no longer be 

playing baseball. But it won’t do to say that those who fail to keep their promises don’t 

make promises at all, for an obvious reason. It is intuitively ridiculous to claim that a 

person who makes a promise must keep it, else she never made a promise at all. 

Obviously, people who break promises do just that, break promises. If keeping one’s 

promise was a necessary condition of its being a promise, then breaking promises would 

be impossible. So the rule about keeping one’s promises, whatever else it is, can’t be 

constitutive of promise making. 

More subtly, a conventionalist might claim that, by making a promise, a person 

has implicitly committed himself to obeying the rules of the convention, and it is this tacit 

agreement that makes the rule of fidelity morally obligatory. The reasoning underlying 

this claim is the following: given that the rules of the promising convention are well 

known, when a person makes a promise, they knowingly engage the convention. But 

doing so is tantamount to agreeing to abide by the rules of the convention, one of which 

is the rule of fidelity. Ergo, when people make a promise, they agree to keep it, and this 

agreement is what binds them, morally speaking. 

Compare this claim with a similar claim about baseball. When a person commits 

to play baseball, the argument goes, they commit to following all the rules of the game. 

This agreement is, perhaps, tacit or implicit, but it is there. The evidence for this is in our 

intuitive reactions to situations where a player wants to shirk some rule or avoid some 
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duty mandated by the rules. In such a case, it seems obvious that the reason that the 

player ought to obey the rule is that he decided to play baseball, and this is entailed by 

that decision. Baseball, like promising, isn’t a mandatory convention, but its rules are 

mandatory to those that employ the convention, because the deliberate engaging of the 

convention is (or contains) an agreement to do so. 

I think this approach has much more initial plausibility that the one above, but it 

too is unacceptable. In this case, the problem is that, while it might be plausible to claim 

that conventional obligations other than the those implicated by the promising convention 

are bolstered by the tacit or implicit agreement people make when using them, it won’t 

work for the promising convention, since such a convention is a necessary condition of 

an agreement of the sort mentioned here being binding at all. 

If I implicitly ‘agree’ or ‘consent’ to be bound by the rules of a convention when I 

undertake to use or participate in that convention, then what I do is promise that I will do 

so. What else could we call a scenario where I, explicitly or implicitly, say that I will do 

or forbear from some (set of) things in the future, and where, by so doing, I impose upon 

myself a moral obligation to do (or forebear) from those things? That just is a promise. 

But, of course, I can’t promise to abide by the rules of the promising convention, since 

the promising convention is (on the conventionalist picture) a necessary condition of my 

making a promise in the first place. 

With these two solutions out of the way, let us turn to what the conventionalists 

commonly offer as reasons for individual promissory obligations. There are two broad 
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strategies, and they are not incompatible, thus many conventionalists employ both of 

them. 

The first strategy is to claim that the promising convention is damaged by 

individual reneges, and thus the duty to maintain (or at least not harm) the valuable 

convention is what makes keeping individual promises obligatory. The damage done to 

the promising convention by individuals failing to keep their promises is (on this view) 

that such instances erode the trust in promises of those who witness them, and since the 

promising convention, in order to function, requires that people place their trust in 

promises, erosions of this trust makes the convention less effective, and a severe enough 

erosion would destroy the convention altogether. 

This reasoning is sound as far as it goes, but the difficulty is, it doesn’t go far 

enough. While we can agree that if no-one kept promises, then the convention would 

disappear, this does not yet give us a reason to keep our promises, as again, our promise 

is but one tiny component of the vast enterprise that is the convention of promising. It’s 

just implausible to claim that any one instance of promise breaking threatens to damage 

the institution of promising seriously enough to make fidelity a moral duty, in the same 

way that one person riding the bus without paying her fare won’t do enough damage to 

the transit system to make that the reason individual riders must pay their fare. 

The conventionalist might counter that in the case of the promising convention, 

any damage is too much, and thus even the minor damage countenanced by an individual 

defection is sufficient to make it a moral duty not to defect. I don’t hold out much hope 

for such an explanation, since the principle it rests on seems far too demanding. But even 
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if we were to grant this claim, there would still be many instances of promising whose 

breaking wouldn’t threaten the institution at all, because the public would never come to 

know about them. 

 I refer here to the sorts of private promises mentioned in the previous section on 

prudential theories, i.e. promises made secretly, and promises made privately to a 

promisee who is (or will soon be) dead, distant or otherwise incommunicado. Just as in 

the case with the prudential requirement that promise-making had to come with a 

plausible threat of punishment, the conventional requirement that promise-making be 

accompanied by at least some likelihood of damage to the institution resulting from the 

breaking of promises means that these sorts of (private) promises won’t engender 

obligations, as their private nature and the inability of the promisee to publicize (or 

convince) others that the promiser has broken his promise means they won’t satisfy the 

consequentialist requirement. 

So finally, we come to the most subtle of appeals to the value of the convention, 

the sort that Rawls makes in his account. On the Rawlsian view, individual promises are 

obligatory because by promising, the promiser ‘takes advantage of a cooperative 

endeavor’, and since there is a standing moral obligation not to free ride on the efforts of 

others, people who make promises have a moral obligation to keep them, lest they free 

ride on the promising convention. In other words, the existence of promising convention 

allows people to make promises, and without it, we couldn’t make promises. Further, this 

convention is both a positive boon to people, and it is a cooperative endeavor that (most, 

at least) people must support in order for it to come about or remain. So, when we make 
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promises, we do what the convention allows us, but in so doing, we owe a debt to those 

whose efforts built and maintained that convention, and the coin of that debt is fidelity. 

This approach doesn’t suffer from the need to posit that any promise-breaking 

must threaten damage to the convention as a whole to count as a violation of one’s moral 

duty. Rather, the requirement it imposes has a weaker condition, that one merely ‘take 

advantage’ of the convention without paying one’s fair share. To return to the public 

transit metaphor, this appeal claims that riders must pay there fares not because failing to 

do so would unacceptably damage the transit system, but rather that said failure would 

amount to (literally, in this case) free riding on a cooperative endeavor, which is morally 

objectionable in its own right. 

But even this weaker requirement is too strong, since it demands that the promiser 

not merely make a promise, but that she derive some benefit from so making it. As in the 

case of the transit passenger, in order to be said to be ‘free riding’ on the system, the 

person must ride, that is, they have to use the transit system. And by ‘use’ here we don’t 

mean use for any purpose, but rather for the purpose for which it was intended, which, in 

the case of a public transit system, is transportation. A person who ‘uses’ the public 

transit system as a method for deriving civic pride, for example, isn’t thereby ‘free riding’ 

on the system if they don’t take it.  

To free ride, or take advantage, of a cooperative system, one must use it to obtain 

the results for which the cooperative effort established and maintain it. In the case of the 

transit system, this purpose is obvious. And Rawls, at least, takes the cooperative purpose 

to be similarly obvious in the case of the promising convention, to wit: “to establish and 
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maintain schemes of social cooperation”104 But if this is the salient purpose of the 

convention, then to use the promising convention in a manner that indebts us to it is to 

use it for a cooperative purpose. But again, as self promises show us, not all things that 

are intuitively promises are cooperative in nature.  

Some promises, for example, will be, as the law terms it ‘merely salutary’, that is, 

entirely unidirectional. If I promise my child a bike for her birthday, I don’t gain any 

cooperative advantage thereby, on the assumption that I don’t use this promise to elicit 

something of value to me from the child, which is, I think, an eminently possible 

circumstance. There is nothing I expect my child to do or forbear as a result of my 

promise, and, if the promise is made in private, I can’t even be said to gain the advantage 

of increased respect or admiration from others. Of course, perhaps the admiration from 

my child as a result of my promise is what I gain in such a situation, but, for one thing, 

this hardly seems ‘cooperative’, and for another, it doesn’t seem like such admiration is a 

necessary condition of my having an obligation to keep my promise. My child could well 

forget the promise almost immediately upon receiving it, and thus have no (or no lasting) 

admiration towards me because of it, and still, I have an obligation to keep it. I can no 

more rid myself of a promissory obligation to another because they have forgotten it than 

I can absolve myself of a debt to a debtor who has similarly forgotten. 

So even the most promising approach to bridging the gap between the moral value 

of the promising convention and the moral duty we have to keep individual promises 

places to stringent a requirement on the sorts of things a promise must be in order to be 

 
104 Rawls. pp. 
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morally obligatory. But the authority theory, as should be apparent, suffers from none of 

these difficulties, as it doesn’t make the moral duty to keep promises rest on the value, or 

even the existence, of the promising convention. 

 

4.6.5 – Expectationalism

This brings us to the last sort of theory we considered earlier, the expectational 

sort of account, exemplified by Scanlon. As to self promises, to recap, expectational 

theories can’t accommodate self promises because they base promissory obligations on 

the injustice of being harmed by those other than ourselves. For Scanlon, breaking a 

promise is the same sort of wrong as lying or otherwise deliberately deceiving another, 

and promise keeping is indemnified by the common judgment that such actions are 

wrong. But this judgment doesn’t extend to cover cases where a person deceives herself, 

and the harm a person might suffer from so doing are the sort that we feel need be 

protected against in the moral contract. 

 Again, the authority theory doesn’t suffer from this difficulty, because it doesn’t 

ground promissory obligations in the harm we do by deceiving others. Instead, on the 

authority theory, promises are obligatory because of the actions of the promiser alone, 

and don’t require any effect on the promisee to be so. 

 And this requirement on the part of expectational theories, that they have some 

effect on the promisee such that breaking them causes unjust harm, means that self 

promises aren’t the only sort of promises that won’t have obligations attach on the view. 

Any promise whose breaking would fail to produce the stipulated bad effects would 
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similarly not be obligatory, and this in turn means that many more instances of intuitively 

proper promises won’t be such, according to expectationalism. 

 

4.6.6 – Other problems for Expectationalism

The minimal condition that must be satisfied for a promisee to be said to be 

harmed by a broken promise is that the promisee come to trust that the promiser will do 

what she promises to do. As Scanlon says, a problem for the view arises when : “…the 

promisee does not believe that the promiser’s declared intentions will be fulfilled.”105 

Scanlon goes on in this passage to offer an example of the sort of promise that his 

principle F might not cover because of this requirement. 

 The example Scanlon offers concerns a promiser who has a long and public 

history of breaking his promises. It would be reasonable, says Scanlon, for others to treat 

such a person’s attempt at promising as failures (“worthless” is the term he uses), but it 

might be the case that for other reasons (not wanting to be cruel to him, wanting to help 

him with a debt) we might want to accept such a promise, although it won’t raise in us 

any expectations that he will do what he promises. But, since it hasn’t actually raised 

such expectations, he won’t be doing us any harm if he breaks it, so there doesn’t seem to 

be any obligation for him to keep it. But this last seems obviously counter-intuitive, 

hence the difficulty. 

 
105 Scanlon, p.312. 
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In response to this difficulty, Scanlon offers the following: “Even if there is, [an 

obligation in the above case, although the theory says there is none], this will not show 

that principle F is mistaken. Like principles M, D and L it would still state an important 

part of the truth: it would still explain how obligations arise in central cases of promising. 

The examples just given represent “impure” cases which a complete account of the 

subject would have to deal with, however, so they may show that F needs to be 

supplemented by further principles.”106 

In other words, Scanlon admits that F can’t account for promises that don’t 

produce trust, but claims that such promises are “impure” and that the theory can be 

salvaged by adding extra principles that do capture such cases. To assess the merits of 

this argument, we need to answer two questions: How ‘impure’ are cases of non-trusting 

promises, i.e. how far from the paradigm promise are they; and what sort of extra 

principles might be adduced to cover them, and how plausible are they? Let us take these 

in turn. 

 As to the first question, there is no non-question-begging method of determining 

distance from a theoretical paradigm by appeal to theory itself. Rather, we have to turn to 

the evidence of the phenomenon under discussion. And it seems plausible to me that the 

sort of property that would make a cases for the centrality of some sub-type of a 

phenomenon is its relative abundance. So the question here is, are non-trusting promises 

commonplace, and thus mundane, or are they rare, and hence odd?  

 
106 Scanlon, p. 312. 
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If we consider Scanlon’s example above, it might seem that such promises are 

indeed exceptional cases. But part of this is, I submit, because of our tacit judgment that 

someone who is notorious for infidelity to promises doesn’t have the right to promise, or 

even to attempt to do so. But this is a judgment about the conditions that a promiser must 

fulfill before making a promise, and it doesn’t say anything about whether a promiser 

with a right to do so has made one if his promisee fails to trust him. 

 But this isn’t the principal reason to doubt Scanlon’s claim that trustless promises 

aren’t paradigmatic. Rather, it is the fact that many more and more varied instances of 

promising are likely candidates for failing the trust requirement. 

 To begin with, promises to promisees that are incapable of trust, either at the time 

of the promise, or after its establishment but before its fulfillment, will fail to meet the 

trust requirement. This includes many of the private promises mentioned earlier, such as 

promises to the dead and dying, as well as promises to those who are (or soon become) 

mentally incapacitated. But unlike in the case of prudential theories, on the expectational 

picture such promises needn’t be private to fail to meet the theoretical requirements. On 

such views, all that counts towards the presence of a promissory obligation is the 

expectations (and correlated costs) of the promisee. As such, the mere fact that the act of 

promising is public doesn’t alter the theory driven judgment that when the promisees 

expectations are extinguished, so is the obligation. So on top of all the private instance of 

such promises, we can add public ones as well. 

 And this last way of framing the argument puts us in mind of another sort of non-

trusting case, where the promiser causes the promisee to come to believe that he won’t, in 
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fact keep his promise, and thus the promisee loses faith. Whether this result is 

deliberately aimed for by the promiser, or an inadvertent result, such cases will be ones 

that fail to meet the trust requirement. 

 And so it is also for cases, as the sort discussed above in the section on 

conventionalism, where the promisee simply forgets about the promise. On the plausible 

assumption that trust requires belief, and that belief requires at least potential recall, 

promisees who have no recollection of the promise ipso facto cannot have trust in them. 

 And finally, cases where the promisee fails to trust in the promiser for reasons 

other than the promiser’s track record or reputation. The number of reasons this might be 

so are many, for example, the promisee might be world weary and cynical. Imagine an 

innkeeper, made hard-hearted by the constant malfeasance of his clientele. Imagine 

further that a guest in the keeper’s hotel claims to have had his wallet stolen, and thus has 

no money to pay the bill. The guest begs the innkeeper to allow him to leave the hotel, 

and promises to remit payment to him when he returns home. Given the innkeeper’s 

outlook on life in general, and on the trustworthiness of guests in particular, we can be 

sure that he will fail to trust the promising guest. But, even so, he might well let the guest 

leave, perhaps merely to avoid further trouble. 

 All these cases are ones where, intuitively, a promise has been made and the 

consequent promissory obligation is present, but are cases where the promisee doesn’t 

trust that the promiser will do what was promised. And the number and variety that these 

types represent make a good case against Scanlon’s claim that such promises are 

degenerate enough that the theory’s failure to accommodate them is no strike against it. 
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As for the second question, of what sort of principles might indemnify promissory 

obligations in such cases, for this we have to consider the basis for the original principle. 

The original principle is based on the (reasonable) reasons we have not to be mislead. 

The idea is that we value the assurance, or trust, we can place in others, and as such we 

have a reason to mandate that such violations are unjust. But these sorts of promises lack 

just that trust, the central element of the appeal of principle F. So, at the very least, we 

can say that whatever principles might be appended to cover such cases, they will be very 

different from principle F. 

 So what sort of appeal might work in these cases? The obvious sort is an appeal to 

the injustice of people not doing what they say they will do, even if no one knows of or 

believes their claim. But such a principle would be very difficult to vindicate on by the 

sort of process that Scanlon offers for doing so. For Scanlon, a principle is a moral 

mandate when we can present reasonable reasons for rational people to agree to it. What 

reason do we have to agree that failing to keep non-trusting promises is unjust? 

Promisees have no reasons for this, since they don’t stand to be harmed by the breaking 

of the promises, and promisers have no reason, since ex hypothesi they stand only to gain 

(in the sense of doing what they desire) in cases where they are allowed to break such 

promises. 

 Of course, we might argue that promisers have a reason to want (generally) to be 

held to their words, even when they (locally) want to break them, and this seems 

plausible enough to me, but Scanlon’s contractualism doesn’t offer us much hope that 

such purely reflexive moral principles will pass muster. This is because the contractualist 
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enterprise is premised on providing principles governing our behavior as it implicates 

others. Scanlon’s title is evidence itself of this orientation: What We Owe To Each Other. 

Of course, there are good reasons to think that other-regarding duties are the core 

of morality, and it’s an assumption made by many, if not most, moral theorists. But it has 

the unpleasant result of making self-regarding moral principles like the one outlined 

above untenable. 

So it would seem that neither question can be answered in a way that supports 

Scanlon’s position. The sorts of promises that might not produce trust are too numerous 

and commonplace to be so far from the paradigm as to be theoretically dismissible, and 

the principles the might be added to the theory to account for them aren’t very plausible, 

at least on the theoretical framework on offer. 

And again. The authority theory suffers from none of these difficulties, because it 

doesn’t require that a promise elicit trust in the promisee in order for a promissory 

obligation to attach. 

 

4.7 – Summary

This review of the relative strengths of the authority theory shows us that the 

theory betters its rivals in that it can explain many more types of promises: self promises, 

private promises, promises to the dead, dying and missing, promises to the incapacitated, 

promises to the distrustful, the forgetful, and the uncaring. The reason for this is the same 
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in all cases, the authority theory doesn’t ground promissory obligations outside of the 

promiser herself, as do all of the other theories we have examined. 

 Prudentialism grounds promissory obligation in the fear of punishment visited by 

others, and thus when those others can’t, or won’t, provide the punishment, the 

promissory obligation is mooted. Conventionalism grounds promissory obligations in the 

value of the promising convention, which in turn has moral weight because of its value to 

other potential promisers and promisees. But if a broken promise doesn’t harm the 

convention, or if such a promise doesn’t take advantage of the convention in a way that 

calls for repayment, then again, the obligation won’t attach. Expectationalism grounds the 

obligation directly in the trust of the promisee. As such, when promisees don’t trust, there 

won’t be an obligation to keep he promise. 

 What is common here is that the theories ground the obligation in something 

external to the promiser, either in the threat from others, or in their prior sacrifice and 

future need, or in their current trust. This other-directedness is understandable, both 

because the meta-ethical assumption that moral obligations are other-directed in general 

is common, and because promises as a phenomenon seem morally salient because of their 

coordinative facility, which itself is other-directed. 

 But what it means for promissory theory is that vast swaths of plausible promising 

behavior can’t or won’t be countenanced on such other-directed theories. If the foregoing 

essay has demonstrated anything, I hope it is that such a denial just isn’t supportable, 

given the number, variety and intuitive plausibility of such counter-example types.  
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The authority theory, on the other hand, is not other-directed. It makes promissory 

obligations out to be the result of reflexive commands, and as such no external condition 

need be fulfilled for the promissory obligation to attach. For a command to be successful, 

by which we mean for an obligation to attach to the subject of the command, the 

conditions that need satisfying are all internal to the commander. The commander must 

have the authority, must properly formulate the command, etc., but the validity of the 

command doesn’t turn on anything external to her, such as the credence or acceptance of 

the subject, or the duty not to abuse the institution of promising, or things like these. 

 But this benefit of the authority theory goes beyond a mere relative advantage in 

explanatory power over its rivals. What is truly valuable in the authority theory is that it 

allows us to unite many important phenomena under the promising banner, phenomena 

such as pledges, oaths, vows and resolutions, that share so many of the important 

normative features of promises, but can’t readily be accommodated by other theories. 

Intuitively, what we do when we swear an oath, or take a vow, is make what we say we 

will do obligatory for us. This is exactly what we do when we promise, and a theory that 

allows us to honor this similarity is valuable at least to this extent. 

 Further, the authority theory makes promising out to be a special sort of moral 

power held by people by dint of their autonomy, a normative power over themselves. 

And it is in the investigation of this purported power that I think the most fruitful upshot 

of reflexive authority lies. If our autonomy is manifest in reflexive authority in the case of 

promises, then perhaps other puzzling normative phenomena, such as consenting, might 

profitably be analyzed in the same manner. 
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