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This special issue of Ratio concerns the practical application of concepts and theories developed in philosophy 
of language. Recent examples of applied philosophy of language include work showing how the illocutionary 
and perlocutionary effects of speech helps us understand political propaganda (Stanley,  2015), hate speech 
(Langton, 2018), and pornography (Hornsby et al., 2011; Langton & West, 1999; Saul, 2006). And analyses of the 
semantics and pragmatics of slurring expressions have deepened our understanding of the moral implications of 
using these terms (for a survey of recent work, see the collection edited by Sosa (2018)). The papers collected in 
this special issue expand the scope of applied philosophy of language on a number of fronts.

In ‘The big shill’, Eliot Michaelson & Robert Simpson address the phenomenon of ‘shilling’, i.e., being paid to 
speak in support of a product, organisation, or cause. They seek to pinpoint what makes this practice distinctively 
objectionable—a task which is made more important by the expanding role of social media ‘influencers’. The au-
thors argue that the wrongness of shilling does not inhere in the shill's insincerity, epistemic negligence, or pro-
pensity to produce bad consequences. Instead, by blurring the distinction between personal and ‘clerical’ speech, 
shilling undermines our wider communicative practice.

The article by Teresa Marques concerns ‘bald-faced lies’, which are uttered despite their falsity being common 
knowledge between speaker and audience. Contrary to other analyses, Marques argues that bald-faced lies are 
still asserted and are still morally wrong—specifically, because of the way in which they exploit the norms of asser-
tion. Marques shows how her approach can capture our intuitive reactions to various case studies, including our 
inclinations to disagree with—and disapprove of—bald-faced liars. She uses her analysis to illuminate the pervasive 
problem of ‘gaslighting’, whereby liars cause their audiences to doubt their own knowledge.

Endre Begby's contribution emphasises the importance of assessing alternative norms of assertion from the 
point of view of non-ideal conversational contexts, and on these grounds challenges Timothy Williamson's (2000) 
Knowledge Norm of Assertion. According to Williamson, it is a constitutive norm of assertion that one asserts that 
p only if one knows that p. This norm, Begby argues, lends itself to a specific kind of strategic weaponisation: if 
the Knowledge Norm of Assertion is in the common ground, then in certain contexts speakers might be forced to 
retract an assertion without any discussion of its merits. In some antagonistic contexts, the Knowledge Norm of 
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Assertion can thus be exploited to silence an opponent without having to consider the reasons they might offer 
in support of an asserted proposition.

Some generic sentences, such as ‘no religion condones the killing of innocents’, might be uttered with the aim 
of establishing or reinforcing the truth of the asserted content, even when there are evident deviations from it. 
Kathryn Lindeman calls these utterances ‘conservatives’, and argues that constitutive conservatives, namely con-
servative utterances that partly constitute the truth of the asserted content, play a crucial role in enforcing norms 
and values within social groups.

In ‘What use has approved’, Timothy Endicott defends the idea that the meaning of a word is given by a cus-
tomary rule for its use and discusses the implications of this idea for legal interpretation. He defends his view of 
word meaning on the basis of a comparison between customary rules in language and customary rules in law. 
Endicott's proposal is to think of both types of customary rules in terms of the ‘service’ that they provide. This 
service conception of rules, he argues, can help us in addressing important puzzles about customary rules, relating 
to questions of normativity and disagreement.

Alexis Burgess's & David Plunkett's paper develops a new account of conceptual engineering, i.e., the practice 
of attempting to improve concepts, words and other representational devices that we use in thought and com-
munication. Conceptual engineering has not only been a central topic in recent debates on philosophical meth-
odology but also has important practical implications, for instance for our use of concepts and terms relating to 
gender and race. Burgess & Plunkett propose that conceptual engineering is intimately linked to three activities: 
conceptual ethics, conceptual innovation, and conceptual implementation. They try to cash out how we should 
think of the nature of this relationship and they defend their view against alternative conceptions.

Directly related to considerations of conceptual engineering and conceptual ethics is Derek Ball's paper 
‘Metasemantic ethics’. Here, he discusses ethical questions relating to the fact that experts have a privileged role 
in determining the meaning of certain words that we use in ordinary conversations and specialized discourse. An 
example is the privileged role of doctors in determining the meaning of terms such as ‘arthritis’ or ‘homosexuality’. 
Ball shows that there is a variety of ways in which the determination of such terms by experts might be morally 
problematic. He also shows how this insight relates to different metasemantic theories and provides useful dis-
tinctions for further research in metasemantic ethics.

Ashley Feinsinger & David Friedell offer a reflection on the harm that can be done in labelling medicalised 
conditions and the individuals that have those conditions. Among the many things that we do with language is 
our use of it to negotiate the expressions that refer to ourselves, and this capacity has both an instrumental and 
intrinsic value. Feinsinger & Friedell argue that medical labelling done without the participation of those who will 
receive the label, as well as failure to take into account demands for renegotiating the label, are either harmful or 
wrongful because they hinder individuals' linguistic agency without any good reason, and this hindering can be a 
case of systematic injustice.

Taken together, these papers provide an innovative and exciting exploration of some of the many ways in 
which philosophy of language can be applied to pressing social and practical issues. We hope, therefore, that the 
volume as a whole will contribute to furthering understanding and stimulating new research in this important area.

Three of the papers in this issue, by Derek Ball, Timothy Endicott, and Teresa Marques, were presented at 
the 2019 Ratio conference. The other five papers, by Endre Begby, Ashley Feinsinger & David Friedell, Kathryn 
Lindeman, Eliot Michaelson & Robert Simpson, David Plunkett & Alexis Burgess, were commissioned for the  
special issue.

Alongside our contributors, we would like to thank the other participants in the conference, especially Åsa 
Wikforss and our seven poster presenters: Elsa Brisinger, Georgia Brown, Anna Drożdżowicz, Amanda McMullen, 
Julio Pohl, Martina Rosola, and Xuan Wang. The conference would not have been possible without the generous 
support of our funders: the Analysis Trust, The Aristotelian Society, The Mind Association, the South, West and 
Wales Doctoral Training Partnership, and the University of Reading's Centre for Integrative Neuroscience and 
Neurodynamics. Thanks are also due to David Oderberg for his invaluable support, both with the organisation of 
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a successful conference and with the publication of this special issue. Finally, we would like to thank Eva van Herel 
and Luke Thompson for their administrative support.
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