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Abstract

The explanation of promising is fraught with problems. In particular the problem that promises
can be valid even when nothing good comes of keeping the promise (the problem of ‘bare wrongings’), and the bootstrapping problem with explaining how the mere intention to put oneself
under an obligation can create such an obligation have been recognized since Hume’s famous discussion of the topic. There are two influential accounts of promising, and promissory obligation,
which attempt to solve the problems: The expectation account and the practice account. While
those accounts solve both the bootstrapping problem and the problem of bare wrongings, it turns
out that they encounter numerous problems of their own.

1. Problems
The problems with explaining promising, and promissory obligation in particular, are
often traced back to Hume. Hume found that promises are ‘naturally unintelligible’,
because they presuppose that we can create obligations at will, simply by uttering ‘I
promise’ (or by performing some other act that in the circumstances constitutes promising). ‘‘[E]very new promise,’’ Hume writes,
imposes a new obligation of morality on the person who promises, and since this new obligation arises from his will; it is one of the most mysterious and incomprehensible operations that
can possibly be imagined, and may even be compared to transubstantiation or holy orders, where a
certain form of words, along with a certain intention, changes entirely the nature of an external
object, and even of a human creature.1

And Hume sees a further problem: There can be a ‘natural’ obligation (independently of
social conventions) only if the promisor can have a motive to comply with it. But what
would that motive be? It could be provided by whatever good is being brought about by
keeping the promise. But there are two kinds of cases which show that this won’t do: (i)
Imagine I promise to help you with your harvest tomorrow if you help me today. What
would be my motive for helping you tomorrow? Natural sympathy, Hume’s thinks, isn’t
strong enough to supply the motive. (ii) Imagine I borrow a sum of money, which I promise to pay back on a particular day. But the promisee is neither in need of the money, nor
would he use it to any good purpose. He would squander it the very moment he receives it,
and he doesn’t even care whether I pay him back.2 Again, what would be my motive for
keeping the promise? Nothing of value will be achieved by doing so; no one’s interests will
be served. Hume concludes that promises can be valid and binding only once there is a
social convention of promise-keeping which adds a particular sanction: if you break your
promise, you will not be trusted in future, and forgo the advantage of the cooperation of
others. The motive of avoiding this sanction will get you to comply – or at least can do so.
While Hume’s worries have been influential and important, they rest on a number of
controversial presuppositions, most saliently that a person can have an obligation only
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when she has a motive to act accordingly which is independent of the obligation itself
(or perhaps: only when human beings generally would have such a motive, whether or
not a particular agent has it). But we can restate Hume’s problems with promissory obligation without relying on his assumptions about motives and obligations.
The first problem that Hume recognizes when he claims that promises are mysterious
or unintelligible has also been the focus of Prichard’s approach. Prichard notes that by
promising we seem to bind ourselves. We seem to make it the case that we are under an
obligation to act as promised. He finds this ‘paradoxical’, because ‘‘we shall all allow on
reflection that an obligation is a fact of a kind which it really is impossible to create or
bring into existence directly.’’3 Let me call this ‘Prichard’s axiom’. ‘‘There are, no doubt,
certain facts which we do seem able to create. […] But the fact that I am bound to do
some action seems no more one of these than does the fact that the square of three is
odd.’’4 Thus according to Prichard, the main problem with promissory obligation is a
bootstrapping problem.
The second problem that Hume brought to the table has been dubbed by David
Owens the problem of ‘bare wrongings’: how can there be an obligation to act if no one’s
interest is affected by the action, and nothing of value is at stake? The questions are firstly
whether the obligation to keep one’s promises presupposes that we can have a moral
obligation to do something which has no value (or serves no one’s interest) and, if so,
secondly, whether there can be obligations of that kind.
2. Promising and Promissory Obligations
Before looking more closely at the proposed solutions to the two problems, we have to
get clearer on what promises are. Both Prichard and Hume assume that by promising a
person voluntary undertakes an obligation (‘binds herself’). This view is shared by many
contemporary philosophers. More precisely: by communicating her intention to undertake (by this very act of communication) an obligation to /, a person promises to /. In
addition she gives the promisee a right to release her from this obligation.5 Let me call
this the ‘voluntary obligation account of promises’, for short VOA.
While this may be the most common understanding of promises, there is an alternative
suggestion that some have entertained, namely that promises are expressions of firm
intentions to act in a certain way. Let’s call this the ‘intention account of promises’, or
IA.
On either view it is an open question whether promises create promissory obligations.
For VOA, the question is whether by intending to undertake an obligation (provided a
number of further conditions are satisfied), a person does so. The bootstrapping objection
questions this.
For the intention account (IA), the explanation of promissory obligation seems at first
blush even more problematic. How can communicating one’s intention to / create an
obligation to /? Having an intention is not itself a reason for doing what one intends.6
Communicating the intention can’t change that, at least not all by itself. But those who
defend the intention account don’t claim that an act of promising, understood as communicating a firm intention, is sufficient for creating a promissory obligation. Instead they
focus on some of the consequences of doing so: if the expression of such an intention
reasonably and foreseeably leads to the promisee’s forming of an expectation that the promisor will act as promised, or if the promise is a response to the promisee’s need for reassurance, and the promisee is reassured by the utterance,7 the promisor is under an obligation to act as promised – but not otherwise. Or, alternatively, the promisee’s reliance
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on the promisor’s acting as promised creates the obligation: her having made plans,
assuming that the promisor will keep her promise, and having acted accordingly. These
are variances of the ‘expectation account of promissory obligation’, for short EA. The
intention account of promises is often coupled with the expectation account of promissory obligations.
3. The Expectation Account of Promissory Obligation
EA has been proposed by various philosophers in the past, and more recently by T. M.
Scanlon. The general idea is that a promise is whatever it is that (voluntarily and intentionally) raises the expectation. The expression of a firm intention is an obvious candidate
for this role: IA is a suitable companion of EA.
The greatest strength of EA may be that it avoids both of the two problems that haunt
accounts of promissory obligation: Since the obligation is not created directly by promising, but results from raising another person’s expectation, there is no bootstrapping: no
obligation is being created simply by uttering ‘I promise’ (or some similar speech-act).
And since the obligation arises only when the expression of the intention does create an
expectation, there are no ‘bare wrongings’ either: there is an obligation only when the
promisee’s interests are at stake, and when she would be harmed if the promise were broken. According to EA the harm to the promisee of breaking the promise explains why
there is an obligation to keep it. Hume’s and Prichard’s objections are irrelevant to this
view of promises.
The main worry about EA is, however, that it does not provide an account of promissory obligation at all. Deliberately raising a reasonable expectation is neither necessary nor
sufficient for making a promise.
It is not sufficient, because a person can deliberately and intentionally raise another
person’s expectations without incurring any obligation (let alone a promissory obligation)
to act as expected. Imagine (e.g.) that you mislead a neighbour – who would otherwise
come to visit you – into believing that you are not at home.8 You haven’t thereby promised to be away from home, nor are you under an obligation to be absent. Kolodny and
Wallace present a similar challenge that any version of EA has to address: A person, A,
can assure another, B, that she will do something by pointing out ‘‘prior reasons’’ for so
acting:
A may lead B to believe that she will go to the opera on Sunday by indicating that the cast features her favorite singer, that she has had tickets for the performance for months, that arrangements have been made for a babysitter, and so on. To trigger F [the ‘principle of fidelity’]
solely by signalling that one has a prior reason of this kind, however, is not to promise.9

Deliberately raising someone’s expectation is also not necessary for having a promissory
obligation. You may (e.g.) get someone to promise you something in order to prove (to
someone else) that she is unreliable. Even if she knows that this is what you are doing –
and therefore that her promise will not raise your expectation that she will act as promised – the promise may be valid.10 Furthermore there can be valid promises to do something even when the promisee has no interest in the promise being fulfilled. She may
accept the promise only out of politeness or kindness, and yet hold the promisor to acting as promised (take promises to give up smoking or to go to the gym regularly).
Besides, promises needn’t raise the likelihood of the promisor’s acting as promised and
the promisee may know as much: perhaps the promisor is of a rebellious nature, being
disinclined to do what she has an obligation to do, while she would have acted in this
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way had there been no obligation.11 According to EA, but in tension with ordinary
understanding, all these promises would not be valid.
What’s more, promissory obligations are different in character from obligations
incurred through intentionally raising expectations. If I induce someone to rely on me by
informing her about my intentions, I may be under an obligation to let her know when
I change my mind, and perhaps even to compensate her if I do so.12 But I am not (normally) under an obligation to act as I said I intend to act. This, however, is the obligation
that would have resulted from promising: If I promise to /, I have an obligation to / –
not just an obligation to let you know when I change my mind. Relatedly, Prichard
observes that expectations and the obligations they give rise to (when they do) can be
based on a number of different beliefs such as that a person is responsible, conscientious,
speaks truthfully etc., while a promissory obligation is simply based on the fact that a person promised.13
Scanlon is aware of these worries. According to him, promissory obligation is an instance
of the obligation of fidelity, and the obligation of fidelity arises when one person ‘voluntarily and intentionally’ leads another person to expect that she will act in a certain way,
knowing that the other person wishes to be assured about her behaviour, and intending to
assure her (provided a number of further conditions are in place). 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 beliefs and intentions just described; (5) A intends for B to know this,
and knows that B does know it; and (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.14

Principle F demands that (under certain conditions) a person A who intentionally leads
another, B, to rely on her must act accordingly, unless B consents to her not acting as
expected. Principle F is meant to answer the objection that raising expectations isn’t sufficient for promissory obligation, as well as the objection that promissory obligation is different in character from obligations that result from raising expectations: it adds that the
promisee must have a need for assurance, that there is mutual knowledge of this need,
and that the promisor intends to provide assurance.
It is, however, subject to the worry that raising expectations isn’t necessary for promissory obligations. If there are valid promises which do not even raise the promisee’s
expectation that the promisor will act as promised, there are a fortiori valid promises
which fail the more severe conditions on providing assurance (of which raising the promisee’s expectation is one).15
There is a further problem with EA which builds on the sufficiency objection (and
which brings out that Scanlon’s reply to the objection may not be successful): It is a circularity worry that has been the main focus of Robins’s approach, as well as Kolodny’s and
Wallace’s.16 How can promising raise an expectation? Perhaps it would be good or useful
if the promisor acted as promised, and, being a reasonable person, she can be expected to
do what is good or useful. But as the worries about the sufficiency of raising expectations
have shown, this would not result in promissory obligation. It would be an instance of
what Kolodny and Wallace called an expectation based on ‘prior reasons’. Assuring a person by promising is distinctive. It is because you promised that the promisor relies on you.
If she relied on you for completely different reasons, the resulting obligation wouldn’t be a
promissory obligation. But why would she rely on you, unless you had a reason to keep
your promise? What would that reason be, if not that, by promising, you incurred an
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obligation to act as promised? But if this is the answer, then promissory obligation is presupposed, rather then explained by EA. The obligation, it seems, is the ground of the
expectation and not – as EA would have it – its result.17
The circularity worry shows that an account like Scanlon’s cannot accommodate the
objections to the sufficiency of expectation simply by pointing out that promissory obligations indeed depend on further conditions. It would have to explain how those further conditions give rise to a promissory obligation without presupposing the
promissory obligation in the explanation. Scanlon’s suggestion that raising expectations
give rise to promissory obligation if and only if all the other conditions of principle F
are also fulfilled remains vulnerable to the circularity objection. How does the promisor’s intention to provide assurance succeed in doing so? Either because there are prior
reasons (which are independent of the promissory obligation) for acting as promised,
and therefore the promisee is assured, but there is no promissory obligation, or there is
a promissory obligation, and therefore the promisee is assured, but the account is circular.
If the promissory obligation is not presupposed, there will be no promissory obligation
that results from raising an expectation, or from intending to provide assurance (whether
or not there is an obligation of a different kind) – or so the objection goes. In the next
section, I will discuss the reply to this worry that Kolodny and Wallace offer on Scanlon’s behalf.
The objections to expectation being a necessary condition of a promissory obligation
are just as vexing for the Scanlonian. The reply may take the form that in all those cases
illustrated above (where there seems to be a promissory obligation even when there is no
expectation that the agent will act as promised, or when there is no need for assurance)
we mistakenly believe that there is a promissory obligation but in fact there is none.
Interpreted in this way, EA would be radically revisionary.
Whether or not a revisionist account of promissory obligation is worth pursuing (provided that it can avoid circularity) depends on the possibility of explaining the concept
and solving the problems without departing from the common understanding. If it can’t
be done, EA may yet be a viable contender. I will leave EA behind to consider a different explanation of promissory obligation which sets out to vindicate VOA – despite
Hume’s and Prichard’s objections.
4. The Practice Account of Promissory Obligation
As mentioned Hume himself accepts VOA as an account of promising. This is why he
finds the promissory obligation problematic. Yet he suggests a solution to the problems he
raises: the solution, he believes, emerges when we look at promising as a social practice, or
a social convention. He proposes a version of the Practice Account of Promissory Obligation (for short: PA), which is often coupled with VOA as an account of promising.
On any account, promising has a conventional side to it: what counts as giving a
promise, which kinds of speech acts or silences can reasonably be interpreted as promising, depends on social conventions. But Hume, and those who embrace PA, invoke
social practices to explain promissory obligation – not just promising – because by including social sanctions for non-compliance, the practice provides reasons for keeping promises. PA thus escapes the ‘bare wrongings’ objection because once there is a social
practice there is an interest at stake, even in those cases where the keeping of the promise
does not achieve anything of value. In contrast to EA (which revolves around the interests of the promisee) PA focuses on the promisor’s interest in maintaining a reputation of
reliability and trustworthiness.
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While PA clearly avoids the problem of bare wrongings, it is a moot point whether it
also escapes the bootstrapping objection. If it is impossible to create obligations directly
(i.e. if Prichard’s axiom is true), how can the Practice Account help? Perhaps in this way:
we (the participants of a practice of promising) believe that by promising we create obligations. This is just a shared delusion. But since non-compliance with promises is socially
sanctioned, in many situations we rightly believe that we ought to keep our promises,
even if we are mistaken in thinking that this is because ‘we bound ourselves’ by making
them. Thus the bootstrapping problem would be solved because there is no bootstrapping: there is no obligation that is created directly by promising. It remains to explain the
common delusion. If the defender of PA adopts this strategy, PA would not provide an
account of promissory obligation that vindicates VOA after all.
PA immediately brings back some of the objections to EA: PA is not a good fit for the
promissory obligation, as we normally understand it. We believe that we have a promissory obligation even when our reputation would not suffer if we were to break the
promise. Philippa Foot cites an example of this kind: the anthropologist
Mikluko-Maklay had been sent out from Russia in the 1870s or 1880s to study the indigenous
people of the Malayan archipelago. Kropotkin says: ‘[H]e had with him a native who had
entered his service on the express condition of never being photographed. The natives […]
consider that something is taken out of them when their likeness is taken by photography. One
day when the native was fast asleep, Maklay […] confessed that he was awfully tempted to photograph his native, the more so as he was a typical representative of his tribe and would never
have known that he had been photographed. But he remembered his agreement and
refrained’.18

PA cannot explain why Maklay was under an obligation to refrain. Assuming that he
was, it seems that the practice-based reason for keeping the promise isn’t necessary for
promissory obligation.
In addition, Scanlon as well as Kolodny and Wallace object that the keeping of a
promise is owed to the promisee – whereas according to PA, the reason for keeping the
promise is self-regarding.19 Kolodny and Wallace therefore propose a hybrid view which
sets out to overcome the circularity worry to EA (and to Scanlon’s version of the account
in particular) and the objections to PA by combing the two: (i) The distinctive way of
assuring a person by promising is practice-based and leads to a practice-based obligation.
This answers the circularity worry that EA encounters.20 Not just any prior reason which
gives rise to a reasonable expectation gives rise to a promissory obligation. Only an
expectation which is grounded in the distinctive practice of promising does. (ii) But there
is also an obligation which is owed to the promisee, if she is in fact assured that the
promisor will act as promised. This is a directed obligation and it is based on Scanlon’s
Principle F. The practice-based obligation, by contrast, is general: Violating it leads to
free-riding on the practice.
The hybrid view attempts to solve the problems that EA and PA encounter by combining their strengths. Does it avoid their weaknesses? It seems not. All the objections
that target the necessity of the existence of a practice or the raising of an expectation
remain in place.
A further worry has been noted by Prichard as it affects PA. He raises the – to my
mind – most important objection to PA: that one may not be trusted again if one breaks
a promise makes it ‘wise and sensible’21 to keep the promise. But it does not create an
obligation to keep it. The reasons for keeping promises that PA appeals to are simply of
the wrong kind.
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I believe that Prichard’s objection to PA is decisive: it cannot explain the promissory
obligation, even though it points to a reason for keeping one’s promises – or at any rate
some of them. The reason it focuses on is of the wrong kind, because it is not a reason
to comply with an obligation. With regard to Prichard objection (as well as some of the
other objections), the hybrid account doesn’t fare any better than PA on its own.
Any account that invokes PA as one of its parts (like the hybrid view) is a bad fit for
promissory obligation because there can be promissory obligations when there is no reason to fear the social sanction, and neither the practice nor social cooperation is undermined. This has sometimes been described as the problem of ‘free-riding’ on a socially
useful practice. But this way of putting the point is really misleading: it would be freeriding only if it were morally wrong. Yet, the Practice Account has not revealed why it
is wrong. If the reason for promise keeping is a reason to avoid the sanction, then there
is a reason to keep one’s promise only when doing so is necessary to avoid the sanction.
Keeping them in other cases would be merely superstitious.22
As in the case of EA, a proponent of the Humean Practice Account could defend it as a
revision of our common understanding, claiming that there is indeed a good reason to keep
many promises, never mind that it is not a reason to comply with an obligation, and there is
no reason to keep promises if breaking them is certain to go undetected. As before, this would
be a radical departure from the common view, but worth pursuing if we can’t do better.
Rawls attempts to take the Practice Account further. He maintains that ‘the principle
of fidelity’23 – the principle according to which one ought to keep one’s promises – is a
principle of justice that we accept in the Original Position because of its benefit of stabilizing ‘small scale schemes of cooperation’.24 Therefore, violating it is morally wrong, or
perhaps ‘free-riding’. Note that Rawls’s version of PA is different from the Humean one:
the reason for keeping the promise is not that failing to do so will undermine one’s reputation as trustworthy, but that it would be a violation of a principle of justice. Thus the
objection to the Humean view that the practice-based reason for keeping the promise is
not necessary for promissory obligation does not affect Rawls’s account. He does not rely
on this kind of practice-based reason. But Rawls’s approach pushes the question back to
why, in the Original Position, we would accept a principle of fidelity that holds even
when there is no social sanction and no benefit. After all, ‘small scale schemes of cooperation’ would not be destabilized if the principle didn’t extend to such cases. Or alternatively, while there presumably is a way of fixing the Original Position in such a way that
choosing ‘the principle of fidelity’ would be rational, why does the so described Original
Position have normative authority? And in any case, it leaves Prichard’s objection that it
remains unclear why there is an obligation, rather than just a reason of a different kind to
keep one’s promises, as well as Scanlon’s and Kolodny ⁄ Wallace’s objection that Rawls
cannot explain why a promisor wrongs the promisee (and not the community at large)
by breaking her promise.25
A Rawlsian reply might be that in the Original Position, we would rationally choose a
principle according to which valid promises give rise to directed obligations: obligations
which are owed to the promisee. But this suggestion cannot draw on any support from
PA: there may in fact be a social practice of promising which is constituted by certain
rules that its participants accept. The participants of this practice believe that valid promises create directed obligations. But the question remains whether there are such obligations. The Rawlsian account sets out to vindicate the existing practice. It does so by
pointing to its usefulness26 or its rational acceptability. But (as far as I can see) it does not
succeed in showing that the existing practice is more useful (or more rationally acceptable
under the conditions of the Original Position) than an alternative one according to which
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there is no reason to keep promises if not keeping them is certain to go undetected, and
will therefore have no negative consequences. Cast in rule-consequentialist terms27: keeping promises even when nothing can be gained by doing so (i.e. when breaking the
promise would be a ‘bare wronging’) is be mere rule-worship. The answer ‘but the practice is constituted by the rule that promises are valid even under those circumstances’
doesn’t help, because while this may be true of our actual practice of promising, the vindication of the practice has to show that this practice is better than a practice promising*
which doesn’t incorporate the rule. A reply to this worry would probably need to rely
on arguments, like the ones I will discuss in part 2 – the companion of this article – for
the rival normative powers account of promissory obligation.
I relied throughout on Prichard’s claim that a vindication of the ordinary view of
promising requires showing that there is an obligation to keep one’s promises, and not
just that there is a reason (of some other kind) to do so. In part 2, I will explain in detail
the difference between having a reason and being under an obligation, and yet another
account of promissory obligation which focuses on the idea of normative powers, and
may escape the problems we have encountered thus far. Stay tuned!28
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A further objection to both the Humean and the Rawlsian view has been put forward forcefully by Seana Shiffrin (2008): promises are not typically given to strangers (as ‘small scale schemes of cooperation’ suggests); their
importance becomes intelligible only when we begin to investigate their role in intimate personal relationships (similarly, Raz 1977). But see also Markovits (2011) who argues against this claim.
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