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A standing presumption in the literature is that devil’s advocacy is an inherently beneficial argumenta- 
tive move; and that those who take on this role in conversation are paradigms of argumentative virtue. 
Outside academic circles, however, devil’s advocacy has acquired something of a notorious reputation: 
real-world conversations are rife with self-proclaimed devil’s advocates who are anything but virtuous. 
Motivated by this observation, in this paper we offer the first in-depth exploration of non-ideal devil’s 
advocacy. We draw on recent analyses of two better known discursive practices—mansplaining and 
trolling—to illuminate some of the signature traits of vicious devil’s advocacy. Building on this com- 
parative examination, we show that all three practices trade on a manipulation of illocutionary force; 
and we evaluate their respective options for securing plausible deniability. 

Keywords: public discourse; devil’s advocacy; mansplaining; trolling; conversational 
ethics; plausible deniability. 

I. Introduction 

his paper examines the practice of giving voice to disagreements via devil’s advo-
acy . In so doing, it contributes to a burgeoning conversation, within socially
inded philosophy, over the normativity of giving voice to disagreements in

he public sphere (e.g. Johnson 2018c ). In the literature, devil’s advocacy is
tandardly construed as an inherently virtuous discursive move; and it is tac-
tly presumed to be deployed by virtuous arguers. Much like any discursive
ractice, however, devil’s advocacy is liable to be abused. The present paper
ffers the first detailed exploration of this theoretical possibility. The following
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passage, hereafter labelled Affirmative action for ease of reference, provides
an initial intuitive illustration of the phenomenon we have in mind—what
may be glossed, at a first approximation, as an inappropriate use of devil’s
advocacy: 

The man had waited in line for 10 minutes so he could tell me that his son had been
denied admission to my law school alma mater because, unlike me, he was white and so
couldn’t benefit from affirmative action. [...] I recounted this infuriating story to a white
friend of mine [...]. Instead of rolling his eyes along with me, my friend forced me to
debate him—on behalf of the man from the panel [and] the devil—on whether maybe
I really hadn’t deserved admission to my law school. 1 

Something has gone seriously awry in the reported exchange. But what, ex-
actly? One might be tempted to dismiss it as a mere glitch, perhaps reflect-
ing the speaker’s misunderstanding of the point, or purpose, of devil’s advo-
cacy. We find this unconvincing; observations such as the following, moreover,
suggest that the significance of Affirmative action stretches far beyond the
anecdotal: 

[C]ross-racial conversations about race have become [...] more common, and thank-
fully so. Unfortunately, this has invited a dangerous tendency for white people to engage
in these discussions with people of color by summoning the devil himself and treating
racism as a political disagreement around which two opposing viewpoints can reason-
ably form. 2 

Scenarios such as Affirmative action bring to salience a question that has
not, to our knowledge, been explored: under what conversational circum-
stances is it permissible , or normatively appropriate, to play devil’s advocate?
Addressing this question, in turn, requires clarifying what exactly it is that
devil’s advocates do —in order to understand what they (can) do wrong . We take
steps towards filling these explanatory gaps, showing that the default virtuous
connotations of devil’s advocacy lend themselves to being exploited, at the
hands of bad faith arguers, in ways that negatively affect the deontic profiles
of their conversational partners. 

We proceed as follows. Section II presents two faces of devil’s advocacy: the
‘angelical’ profile celebrated in scholarly analyses, and its non-ideal, ‘diabol-
ical’ counterpart found in scenarios such as Affirmative action . Section III
examines two better understood discursive behaviours—mansplaining and 

trolling—that are seen to resemble vicious devil’s advocacy in key performa-
tive respects. This comparative exercise helps bring into sharper relief some
of the explanatory limitations of ideal analyses of devil’s advocacy, examined
1 https://slate.com/news-and-politics/2017/10/playing-devils-advocate-in-conversations-
about-race-is-dangerous-and-counterproductive.html All webpages accessed in June 2023. 

2 https://slate.com/news-and-politics/2017/10/playing-devils-advocate-in-conversations-
about-race-is-dangerous-and-counterproductive.html. 
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hrough a speech act-theoretic lens in Section IV . Among other things,
deal analyses appear to regard the manoeuvre’s characteristic preamble as
erformatively inert; in Section V , we argue that the power of the preamble
hould not be underestimated. In particular, we suggest that it is functionally
ecognizable as a uniquely powerful force figleaf, which enables diabolical
evil’s advocates to deny—not just plausibly, but near unassailably—any
rongdoing. Section VI briefly contextualizes our main findings within a
rowing debate on the normativity of voicing objections, and identifies leads
or future research. 

II. Multiple profiles 

I.1 Ideal devil’s advocacy 

evil’s advocacy is an established means of manufacturing disagreement,
amiliar from our daily conversational lives. Its deployment is typically an-
ounced or flagged by highly recognizable preambles (sometimes added post
oc ): Let me play devil’s advocate here... , Let’s just say, for the sake of argument... , I was
ust playing devil’s advocate there , and so on. In its textbook form, moreover, devil’s
dvocacy has well-known positive connotations. It received an illustrious en-
orsement from Mill, as a vital bulwark against dogmatism: 

[The truth] is [n]ever really known but to those who have attended equally and impar-
tially to both sides and endeavored to see the reasons of both in the strongest light. So
essential is this discipline to a real understanding of moral and human subjects that, if
opponents of all-important truths do not exist, it is indispensable to imagine them and
supply them with the strongest arguments which the most skilful devil’s advocate can
conjure up. (Mill 1859 , 35–6) 

ollowing Mill, a number of scholars have remarked upon the value of devil’s
dvocacy in furthering desirable epistemic outcomes and safeguarding against
ognitive and argumentative pitfalls. Emphasizing the former quality, for in-
tance, Johnson writes: 

Paradigmatically, an agent who plays devil’s advocate announces her intention to defend
a position she doesn’t hold, and then defends that position in order to make progress
on the issue at hand. [...] Paradigmatically, the term devil’s advocate describes someone
who, given a certain point of view, takes a position she does not necessarily agree with
for the sake of debate or to explore the thought further. (Johnson 2018a , 97, 99) 

he ‘angelical’ virtues of devil’s advocacy are extolled even more explicitly by
tevens and Cohen: 

We want an arguer who opposes us to help us: an advocatus diaboli , a Devil’s Advocate.
A devil’s advocate is not merely a useful interlocutor: [...] she is the ideal other who
embodies what is best and most important about argumentation. She is the opponent we
need because her overall goal is to enhance the prospects of successful argumentation,
  2024
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that is, getting it right [...]. [Devil’s advocates] help us transcend our limits by criticizing
our argument in order to strengthen it, not to defeat it. (Stevens and Cohen 2019 , 170) 

Yet others have emphasized the benefits, both substantive and procedural, of
devil’s advocacy for our collective epistemic-deliberative practices. Thus, ‘be-
ing overtly and openly uncooperative’ during a group deliberation, as when one
plays devil’s advocate, may qualify as a virtue—since it will encourage dis-
cussants to thoroughly scrutinize their own commitments (Aikin and Clanton
2010 , 419), thus allowing them to be more confident in the outcome of their
deliberation (Beatty and Moore 2010 ). 

Whether the conversational setting is one of group deliberation, a private
two-person dialogue, or anything in between, the literature is clear on the fact
that devil’s advocacy ‘find[s] a natural home in a cooperative, joint problem-
solving discussion’ (Jacobs 1989 , 353); beyond this, no further specifications
as to the boundaries of proper or acceptable uses of the manoeuvre are to
be found. Thus, while we may glean that not all conversational contexts are
(equally) suitable environments for playing devil’s advocate, the standing pre-
sumption seems to be that speakers can be counted upon to make such de-
terminations competently, and to uphold standards of cooperativeness and
good faith, even as they move to inject disagreement into the conversational
fray. Moreover, it is reasonable to think that the success of this balancing act
depends in no small part on the preamble . This is perhaps most clearly seen
from a politeness theory perspective: given that disagreements during social
interactions are known to be face-threatening acts, we may naturally see the
preamble as a recourse for introducing disagreement while minimising the
corresponding threat to the hearer’s positive face (Brown and Levinson 1987 ). 3 

Overall, the profile that emerges from the theoretical literature is unequiv-
ocally positive: devil’s advocacy is uniquely placed to promote desirable epis-
temic, rhetorical, and argumentative goals, on both an individual and a col-
lective level. In particular, devil’s advocacy can be beneficial to the arguer(s) , by
prompting them to critically reflect on the epistemic standing of their beliefs,
helping them spot and repair weaknesses in their arguments, or equip them to
face dialectical opponents. And it can be beneficial to the argument(s) , either in
and of themselves (by uncovering hidden weaknesses), or as touchstones of the
state of a particular debate (by broadening the space of conceivable options),
or as benchmarks of deliberative quality (by safeguarding against groupthink
3 See also (Goffman 1959 ; Terkourafi 2015 ). In the conversational analysis literature, disagree- 
ments are seen as the less-favoured component of a vast majority of adjacency pairs (e.g. Sacks 
and Schegloff 1979 ). See also (Aikin and Clanton 2010 , 419): engaging with devil’s advocates 
allows arguers to become ‘more practiced in the art of the adversarial argumentative dialogue, 
but in a way that nevertheless preserves the broader cooperative background’. See also (Searle 
1976 ) on announcements. 
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nd intellectual stagnation). 4 Last but not least, devil’s advocates are implicitly
resumed to choose their moments well, and to act competently and in good

aith. 

I.2 Devil’s advocacy in the wild 

xtant analyses of devil’s advocacy are heavily idealized. On the one hand,
hey portray devil’s advocates as presumptively virtuous arguers, as we’ve just
een. On the other, they significantly under-describe the contextual richness
f real-world exchanges. Among other things, they abstract away from: the sit-
ational features of the conversational participants, including their respective
ocial positions and their epistemic standing with respect to the topic of the
xchange; the common ground against which the conversational participants,
nd the exchange itself, may be measured 

5 ; the kind, or genre, of conver-
ation that is taking place, and attendant rules of play. 6 As a result, extant
ccounts are explanatorily limited with respect to the target non-ideal phe-
omenon. They can handle serendipitous cases, in which presumptions of
ll-round virtuosity are met and no other defeating considerations stand in
he way of devil’s advocates making their move. No doubt, serendipitous (or
ear enough) conditions are (liable to be) instantiated in real-world exchanges,
e it in formal settings such as classrooms, boardrooms, and debate clubs, or

n casual conversation among friends, social media acquaintances, etc. Owing
o their in-built context-insensitivity, however, extant accounts stumble when
aced with less-than serendipitous scenarios, featuring less-than ideal devil’s
dvocates. 

Our first task, then, is to bring more contextual details into relief. For this
urpose, we draw on a selection of narrative excerpts which, like Affirmative
ction , serve simultaneously as illustrations of the target phenomenon, and
s motivation for our investigation. We may begin by observing that vicious
ses of devil’s advocacy recur in conversations about race- and gender-based
iscrimination, typically enforcing an allocation of dialectical roles that track
he very same social divides made salient by those conversational topics. We
aw this in Affirmative action , and we see it also in Wage gap : 

You post that article about the wage gap on Facebook, and all of a sudden, all of these
cis, white, straight dudes come out of the woodwork to remind you that the statistics
are faulty, that women take more time off of work, that women just don’t like STEM
fields—all under the guise of “playing devil’s advocate”. 7 
4 It is worth noting that devil’s advocacy has also been the object of a smattering of empirical 
tudies, whose findings are largely consistent with these profile sketches. See for instance (Nemeth 
t al. 2001a ,b ; Duran and Fusaroli 2017 ; Brohinsky et al. 2022 ). 

5 For example, (Stalnaker 2002 ; Camp 2018 ). 
6 For example, (Lewis 1979 ; McGowan 2019 ). 
7 https://everydayfeminism.com/2015/09/playing-devils-advocate/. 
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The target scenarios also exhibit a certain imperviousness to the rules con-
ventionally governing specific conversation genres, associated expectations of 
uptake and turn-taking, and particularized score rules in play. As a result, the
relevant contributions are predictably disruptive, bringing on-topic conversa- 
tions to a standstill and either deterring or preventing intended participants
from taking their turn. We’ll have more to say about each of these points in
later sections. Intuitively, at least, they are exemplified in Street harassment :

I was asked to come on [a radio show] to talk about street harassment. [...] After being
asked a few broad-sweeping questions that repeatedly prompted me to address the oft-
claimed defence that street harassment is ‘just a compliment’ [...], the host specifically
asked for other tattooed women to call in and discuss their experiences with their body
art and street harassment. So I really wasn’t surprised when the first call answered
was from a dude. [...] His argument was that not every situation can be tied back to
structural oppression, and that my point about how so-called ‘harmless compliments’
are actually indicative of just how much women’s bodies are not respected in public
spaces was absurd. [...] He just wanted to [...] give us ‘the other side of the story’,
since my stance was ‘one-sided’ and ‘slanted’. He just wanted to ‘intelligently, rationally
debate’ this topic [...] under the guise of ‘playing devil’s advocate’—as if [I had] never
heard these arguments before. 8 

Notice the very last quoted remark: a widely observed characteristic of vicious
devil’s advocacy is the tireless reiteration of considerations that do not, by any
stretch of the imagination, qualify as intellectually stimulating, outside-the-
box thinking, or otherwise beneficial. Worse, they are liable to constitute an
additional cognitive-epistemic burden to be carried by the recipients: 

Some might challenge that I am shutting myself off to new ideas and censoring impor-
tant opportunities for growth. But these ideas you are forcing me to consider are not
new. They stem from centuries of inequality and your desperate desire to keep them
relevant is based in the fact that you benefit from their existence. Let it go. You did
NOT come up with these racist, misogynistic theories. We’ve heard them before and
we are f*cking tired of being asked to consider them, just one. more. time. 9 

Importantly, as noted here, the objections being reiterated under the guise
of devil’s advocacy are not merely unimaginative: they coincide with still-
dominant narratives in race- and gender-related discourse. This speaks 
directly—and damningly—to the overall epistemic quality of the proffered
contributions. For, a paradigmatic presupposition of devil’s advocacy is that
the disputant(s) may have unduly neglected a particular hypothesis (and the
possible reasons supporting it). However, there is, of course, no plausible sense
in which the dominant standpoints, in race- and gender-related discourse,
8 https://everydayfeminism.com/2015/09/playing-devils-advocate/. 
9 https://feministing.com/2014/05/30/an-open-letter-to-privileged-people-who-play-

devils-advocate/. 
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ave ever been relegated to the margins. Far from enhancing deliberative
uality, the observed contributions merely reinforce the status quo . 

In light of the foregoing, it is hardly surprising that several observers have
ighlighted the characteristically adversarial rather than cooperative attitude
f self-proclaimed devil’s advocates: 

It is especially harmful [...] when a man plays the Devil’s Advocate to a woman trying
to discuss feminist issues; it becomes another way to silence women and disregard our
experiences. Disagreeing with someone who is promoting equal rights just ‘for the sake
of argument’ ultimately trivialises the oppression that marginalised people face daily. 10 

...if you’re playing devil’s advocate in order to try and help someone else, find out if
that person actually wants or needs your help. Unsolicited advice is frankly annoying in
almost any case, but especially when it involves a long, drawn-out debate with someone
you believe to be in need of convincing. 11 

xtant theoretical analyses, focusing as they do on the ideal paradigm of
evil’s advocacy, are (unsurprisingly) silent about almost every one of these
ontextual features. As a result, they are ill-equipped to make sense of
hat one commentator has suggestively—and rather aptly—described as the

weaponization’ of devil’s advocacy. We think this phenomenon deserves at-
ention: it is politically and theoretically important to understand exactly what
oes wrong in these exchanges, as part of the ongoing collective project of
nderstanding how speech can harm, and how speech agency may be sub-
erted. As part of this explanatory endeavour, we seek to substantiate two
elated intuitions: on the one hand, that the target cases cannot be dismissed
s mistakes borne of linguistic incompetence, and instead exemplify (at best
avalier, at worst bad faith) vicious discursive behaviour; on the other, that the
ain problem in these cases lies in what diabolical devil’s advocates do , and

ot (merely) what they say. On this count, vicious devil’s advocacy resembles
 couple of better understood discursive phenomena, as we’ll now see. 

III. A devil’s advocate, a mansplainer and a troll walk into a bar 

e briefly present the main findings of two analyses of mansplaining and
rolling, respectively due to Johnson (2020 ) and Connolly (2022 ). We then in-
icate how these findings shed some light on real-world abuses of devil’s ad-
ocacy. 
10 https://ashamedmagazine.co.uk/opeds/why-do-cis-men-love-to-play-devils-
dvocatenbsp. 

11 https://the-orbit.net/brutereason/2013/08/10/how-to-be-a-responsible-devils-
dvocate/. 
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III.1 Mansplaining 

Johnson (2020 ) identifies three types of mansplaining—‘well, actually’, straw,
and speech act-confusion mansplaining. Her focus (and ours) is on the latter,
which she describes as follows: 

A mansplainer [...] hears his interlocutor making a conversational move—like an asser-
tion or hypothesis—and takes it to be a different move, one that invites him to display
his expertise. In paradigm cases like this, the mansplainer takes the utterance to be a
question or a request for information. This is despite the fact that the woman who is
his target intends to be asserting something. The mansplainer of this type jumps in to
address the woman’s utterance, despite the fact that the woman, who is an expert in
the relevant subject matter, took herself to be telling rather than asking (or request-
ing). (Johnson 2020 , 5) 

A hallmark of (speech act-confusion) mansplaining is a denial of uptake to
a woman’s utterance. Whereas the woman’s performative intention is to as-
sert a certain content (i.e., utter a factive statement), and thereby introduce
said content into the common ground, the mansplainer takes her utterance to
have a different illocutionary force—specifically, one that presupposes (and, if
unchallenged, induces) a complete reversal of the interlocutors’ conversational 
roles and epistemic attributes. 12 As a result of this ‘confusion’, that is, the man
appoints himself as the resident epistemic authority, therefore appropriating
the right to take the conversational floor. Correspondingly, he relegates the
woman to a position of epistemic dependence, assigning her to the role of re-
cipient (rather than originator) of informative testimony. From this position,
however, the woman is kept from doing what she intended to do with her
speech: her assertion is not felicitous. 

Johnson notes that speech act-confusion, in and of itself, is a relatively com-
mon phenomenon (misunderstandings do happen, after all) and need not be
culpable. Equally obviously, offering an explanation is certainly not harmful
per se , and is often perfectly appropriate. Speech act-confusion mansplaining,
however, is borne out of gender-based prejudice: the mansplainer mansplains
because ‘he reacts to the conventional procedures for asserting vs question-
ing in a way that is informed by the gender of the speaker’ (Johnson 2020 ,
17). Therefore, his discursive move cannot be glossed over as innocent or
non-culpable (not so easily, anyway; see (Dotson 2011 ) on situated ignorance).
Rather, Johnson concludes, mansplaining is a form of illocutionary silencing
(or disablement). 13 
12 For an analysis of mansplaining as a form of epistemic injustice, see (Dular 2021 ). For an 
empirical study of mansplaining within a conversational analysis framework, see (Joyce et al. 
2021 ). 

13 On Johnson’s pluralist account, however, a mismatch between speaker intention and hearer 
uptake stands in the way of an illocutionary act being fully successful, but does not preclude the 
act from occurring (cf. Langton 1993 ). 

brary user on 02 M
ay 2024



Diabolical devil’s advocates 9

I

T  

a  

j  

D  

t  

t
 

P  

c  

i  

i  

t  

t  

(
 

s  

a  

e  

u  

i  

d  

e  

s  

t  

t  

d
h  

r
 

t  

c  

a  

(  

a  

(

t
p

r
t

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/pq/advance-article/doi/10.1093/pq/pqae033/7661066 by U

niversity of Bristol L
II.2 Trolling 

he literature distinguishes several, often overlapping varieties of trolling; ex-
mples include RIP and shock trolling, malicious or abusive trolling, playful or
ocular trolling, concern trolling, and subcultural trolling (see e.g. Phillips 2015 ;

iFranco 2020 ; Paakki et al. 2021 ; Connolly 2022 ; Morgan 2022 ). Coursing
hrough this diverse typology are certain recurring behavioural and structural
raits, which we briefly review below. 

Trolling is a complex speech act, characteristic of internet communication.
aradigmatically, the trolling agent (troll, for short) crafts a message whose
ontent pushes socio-cultural boundaries to extremes, which he introduces
nto the public sphere. 14 His performative (perlocutionary) intention in so do-
ng is twofold: provoke one type of reaction in the target, that is, the ‘audience
hat trolling is performed to ’; and provoke an altogether different reaction in
he onlookers, that is, the audience that ‘an act of trolling [...] is performed for ’
Connolly 2022 , 405). 15 

Trolling is thus designed to be divisive: its performance requires that two
eparate audiences understand the same locutionary content in different ways,
nd its success depends on the attainment of specific different reactions by
ach of these audiences. Thus, the target is expected to understand the troll’s
tterance (and the troll himself) as serious (Connolly 2022 ), or as express-

ng a sincere belief (Morgan 2022 ), and therefore as deserving—or indeed
emanding—good faith engagement. In contrast, the onlooking audience is
xpected to understand that same utterance (and the troll himself) as neither
erious nor sincere. Where the onlooking audience is concerned, moreover,
he intended perlocutionary effect of trolling is to entertain, amuse, or—as
he kids call it—acquire ‘lulz’. Crucially, these expected reactions are not in-
ependent: the primary intended effect on the onlooker—entertainment—
inges on whether the target reacts as desired—for example, issuing a serious
esponse, expressing outrage, etc. 

The success of a trolling act thus fundamentally depends on getting the
arget to believe that someone believes a certain problematic, even intolerable
laim, and takes it seriously enough to publish (utter) it. Since the troll’s primary
im—provoking lulz in the onlooking audience—is achieved at the expense of
the subsidiary intended effect of affecting) the target, trolling is a manipulative
nd abusive act (Connolly 2022 ); as such, it is also ( pro tanto ) morally wrong
DiFranco 2020 ). 
14 Some empirical studies have shown that men are significantly more likely to carry out 
rolling acts. For this reason, we use the masculine grammatical pronoun for anaphoric reference 
urposes. 

15 According to Morgan (2022 ), this behavioural pattern is specific to subcultural trolling (SCT) 
ather than trolling simpliciter . Since we are not looking to compare or contrast different types of 
rolling behaviour, we gloss over these distinctions in what follows. 
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III.3 Comparison 

The discursive behaviours of mansplainers and trolls bear some instructive
local similarities to vicious devil’s advocates, we think. Using Street harass-
ment (Section II.2 ) as our illustration of reference, we now bring some of these
similarities into view. 

Street harassment , recall, is a first-person report of a conversational ex-
change within a radio segment thematically focused on women’s experiences
of street harassment. Having listened to the narrator’s reflections on the per-
vasiveness of public manifestations of misogynistic attitudes, such as catcalling
and ‘tatcalling’, and to her testimony about first-hand experiences of the same,
the radio host opened the conversation to the listening audience. More specifi-
cally, the host invited (and so granted discursive permission to) a specific subset
of the audience—tattooed women—to make a specific kind of conversational
contribution—namely, offer testimony about their own experiences of street 
harassment. The first call fit neither of these descriptions, however. The caller
was a man; his contribution consisted of a response, under the guise of playing
devil’s advocate, to the narrator’s statements about the oppressive nature, and
roots, of street harassment. 

The male caller’s contribution was inappropriate on a number of levels.
First, it was inappropriate as a contribution to the conversation that was
intended to take place. Following the above-described contributions by the
narrator, the conversation was intended to include the testimony of tattooed
women. The intended contributions were acts of telling, and the intended
participants were those with the requisite epistemic standing to perform those
acts. By calling into question the narrator’s assertions, the male caller dis-
rupted the conversational exchange that was intended to take place. Dis-
ruption of conversations is a characteristic feature of vicious devil’s advocacy,
mansplaining and trolling. For instance, DiFranco (2020 , 939) observes that
trolls characteristically violate norms constitutive of good faith public engage-
ment, among which prescriptions against deceiving one’s interlocutors as to
one’s conversational goals, and manipulating them for self-serving purposes,
are paramount. 16 

Second, the male caller’s contribution was inappropriate as a rejoinder
to the narrator’s testimony. On this count, Street harassment mirrors the
paradigmatic mansplaining scenario. The narrator took herself to be telling,
from a position of authority on the object of that telling; the appropriate
response, on the part of someone who does not occupy a similar epistemic
position, is to receive the speaker’s testimony (listen; perhaps update one’s
doxastic commitments). The male caller refused the narrator’s contribu-
tion its appropriate uptake: by treating it as tantamount to an invitation
16 See (Goldberg 2020 , 43) on speakers’ defeasible entitlement to claim their interlocutors’ 
attention. Cuneo (2014 ) defends a normative account of speech according to which some con- 
versational permissibility facts derive from moral facts. 
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o engage in a debate, or as a request for aid, his contribution—like the
ansplainer’s—qualified as a form of illocutionary disablement . 17 

Third, the male caller’s contribution counts as a form of locutionary silencing :
or as long as he stayed on the phone, those who were entitled to participate
n the conversation were prevented from exercising their discursive right. 

Fourth, a foreseeable perlocutionary effect of vicious devil’s advocacy, and
f mansplaining, is the testimonial smothering of other conversational partici-
ants, that is, the coerced ‘truncating of one’s own testimony in order to insure
hat the testimony contains only content for which one’s audience demon-
trates testimonial competence’ (Dotson 2011 , 244). 

Fifth, all three figures coerce their respective targets into discursive-epistemic po-
itions of vulnerability and dependence. Trolls and devil’s advocates, in ad-
ition, place pressure on their targets to make a subsequent move (react;
espond), and they do so despite lacking the requisite authority for impos-
ng such constraints on their interlocutors. 18 In this respect, such moves may
urther be seen to generate e pistemicall y exploitative dynamics, whereby hearers
re ‘required to do the unpaid and often unacknowledged work of provid-
ng information, resources, and evidence of oppression to privileged persons
ho demand it’ (Berenstain 2016 , 570). More generally, on this count too, all

hree figures defy some of the most basic standards governing conversational
ctivities, holding interlocutors to reciprocal expectations of respect for one
nother’s freedom and autonomy (Cuneo 2014 ; Goldberg 2020 ; Sbisà 2006 ,
023 ). We will resume our parallel examination of vicious devil’s advocacy,
ansplaining, and trolling in Section V . First, we take stock of the implica-

ions of the foregoing for ideal analyses of devil’s advocacy. 

IV. ‘Don’t you like your ideas to be challenged?’ 

e have seen that diabolical devil’s advocates may be imputable for locu-
ionary, illocutionary, and perlocutionary wrongdoing. These intuitive obser-
ations naturally raise the question: What kind of speech act does a speaker
erform by dint of playing devil’s advocate? Surprisingly, this question has
een largely neglected in the literature; we draw here on the only exception
e are aware of, due to Jacobs (1989 ). 
Jacobs identifies devil’s advocacy as one among several types of argument

hat do not fit the ‘standard’ formats of pro- and contra-argumentation. 19
17 See also (Hazlett 2017 ; Wanderer 2012 ). 
18 The question of whether and in what sense anyone qualifies as authority in these contexts 

s left for future work. See (Caponetto 2022 , 2023 ) for discussion of the authority condition in 
ermission requests. 

19 Jacobs is operating with a conception of arguments as complex speech acts , originally due to 
an Eemeren and Grootendorst (1984 ). 
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Figure 1. Felicity conditions for contra-argumentation. 
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In particular, Jacobs observes that despite bearing a passing resemblance to
contra-argumentation, devil’s advocacy does not carry the latter’s character- 
istic persuasive force (see Fig. 1 ). Rather, the distinctive illocutionary point of
(ideal) devil’s advocacy is one of idea-testing : its function ‘is not so much to try to
convince one’s interlocutor of the unacceptability of [a previously introduced
assertion] O , as to test for the acceptability or unacceptability of O by seeing whether
one’s own arguments are acceptable or unacceptable to the listener ’ (Jacobs 1989 , 353,
emphasis added). 

In fact, the speech acts of contra-argumentation and devil’s advocacy dif-
fer in a number of respects, as may be seen by comparing the respective sets
of felicity conditions displayed in Figs 1 –2 (the former reproduces Jacobs’s
formulation; the latter is our own reconstruction from Jacobs’s informal dis-
cussion). Both movements start out in the same way: the hearer’s utterance of
an assertion O —condition 0—is followed by the speaker’s assertion of reasons
  2024
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Figure 2. Felicity conditions for devil’s advocacy. 
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1 ,..., Sn —condition 1. The two sets of felicity conditions diverge immediately
hereafter; this is as expected since, as noted, the paradigmatic point of devil’s
dvocacy is exploratory rather than persuasive. Specifically, (ideal) devil’s ad-
ocates seek to engage their interlocutor(s) in a cooperative joint activity of testing
he robustness of O , rather than adversarially confronting them with reasons
o reject O (condition 2; Jacobs 1989 , 353). Accordingly, the respective correct-
ess conditions differ on all counts but one (item 3(a) in both lists): 
 2024
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In [devil’s advocacy], the speaker is not committed to believing that O is unacceptable.
Nor is the speaker committed to believing that [the premises] S1 ,..., Sn are acceptable
or that the hearer believes this. Nor is the speaker committed to believing that S1 ,..., Sn ,
refute O or that the hearer will believe this. In fact, part of the point of devil’s advocacy
is to avoid the characteristic commitments of contra-argumentation. The speaker is
only committed to believing that someone might think [and so might sincerely assert] these
things, which is a pretty light commitment. (Jacobs 1989 , 353-4) 

The Jacobsian felicity conditions for devil’s advocacy are easily seen to match
the characteristic profile traits reviewed in Section II.1 . The ideal devil’s advo-
cate, recall, deliberately ‘takes a position she does not necessarily agree with’
(Johnson 2018a , 99) and proceeds to defend it (condition 1). Knowing that
the position is not shared by her interlocutor (condition 3), the devil’s advo-
cate thereby occupies the role of critical opponent in the unfolding exchange
(Stevens and Cohen 2019 ; condition 1). Her doing so counts as an attempt to
‘explore [the hearer’s position, O ] further’ (Johnson 2018a , 99; condition 2), by
countenancing potential challenges to its justificatory basis (conditions 4–6). 

With the felicity conditions of ideal devil’s advocacy in hand, let us re-
turn once more to the conversational exchange between Male Caller and
Radio Guest (as we’ll label them for ease of reference) in Street harassment .
This will help bring into view the explanatory limitations of ideal accounts,
and provide an additional diagnostic clue as to how what goes on—and goes
wrong—in this and similar scenarios. 

IV.1 Limitations of ideal analyses 

Catcalls are oppressive speech acts. This is so whether or not their seman-
tic content is derogatory; even when they superficially present as benign
(e.g. ‘Nice curves!’), catcalls locutionarily, illocutionarily, and perlocutionar- 
ily demean their targets (McDonald 2022 ; Hesni 2018 ). And, since catcalls
reproduce and make salient structures of gender-based oppression (Simpson
2013 ), and are overwhelmingly addressed by men towards members of non-
dominant genders (in particular, women), they are recognizable expressions of
sexist attitudes (see also Goldberg 2020 , 47–8). We take this much as a given
in what follows. 

Recall now that Male Caller purported to test (‘for the sake of argument’)
radio guest’s claim that ‘tatcalls’, like catcalls, are a form of public harassment
rooted in patriarchal oppression. For ease of analysis, let’s take the starting
point of the exchange to be Radio Guest’s utterance of the following: 

(O) Catcalls are a symptom of patriarchal oppression. 

Let’s also assume that Male Caller purported to test O (condition 2) by offering
reasons (condition 1) which ‘ someone might think ’ count as reasons against O and
in favour of C, instead (condition 6): 
24
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(C) Catcalls are innocent compliments (and not a symptom of patriarchal oppression). 

arlier, we argued that Male Caller’s contribution was problematic insofar
s it constituted a form of silencing—of locutionary, illocutionary, and per-
ocutionary varieties (Section III.3 ). Notice now that this assessment did not,
n any way, depend on the content of Male Caller’s utterance (i.e., C). Had

ale Caller given a rendition of Bohemian Rhapsody, he still would have
isrupted the conversation that was intended and expected to take place; he
ould still have counted as having denied appropriate uptake to Radio Guest’s

estimony; and he would still have prevented listeners from phoning in to of-
er their testimony. In this (counterfactual) case, though, even ideal analyses
ould have found fault with Male Caller’s utterance because some constraints
n locutionary content must be met in order for any speech act to get off the
round. So, uttering ‘I promise I was at the bar last night’ does not accom-
lish the speech act of promising: to count as a promise, the speaker’s locution
ust refer to an act she intends to perform in the future. Similarly, uttering

I’m just playing devil’s advocate here, but—is this the real life? Is this just
antasy? Caught in a landslide, no escape from reality...’ does not accomplish
he act of playing devil’s advocate since the lyrics of Bohemian Rhapsody are
ot assertions. 

Male Caller’s actual utterance clearly passed this minimal locutionary
hreshold. Did it also fulfil the remaining felicity conditions of devil’s advo-
acy? At first glance, it would seem that this question could only be settled by
ccessing Male Caller’s cognitive state—since, as noted, the felicity conditions
f devil’s advocacy and contra-argumentation are indiscernible with respect
o propositional content. This is far from anomalous: plenty of locutions may
e used to perform very different illocutionary acts depending on what speak-
rs believe, intend, etc. 20 Thus, the locution ‘I’ll make you sashimi for dinner’
ay alternately count as a promise or a threat depending on whether the

peaker believes the hearer enjoys sashimi or is repulsed by it. In the absence
f evidence as to what a speaker believes, by contrast, the illocutionary force
f such an utterance may be underdetermined. 

In the case of devil’s advocacy, however, the threat of illocutionary underde-
ermination is allayed by the preamble , which is specifically and exactly designed
o signal that the speaker is contributing to the exchange under the premise
f (open) insincerity. In effect, the preamble simultaneously brings to salience
ne set of felicity conditions (idea-testing), and relegates another to the back
eat (refutation). 

Had Male Caller’s contribution featured the bare (non-embedded) assertive
, in response to Radio Guest’s utterance of O, he would count as having en-
aged in an adversarial act of contra-argumentation. However, the preamble
20 It has also been argued that speakers may perform multiple illocutionary acts via a single 
ocutionary utterance. For discussions of illocutionary pluralism and illocutionary relativism, 
espectively, see (Lewiński 2021 ; Johnson 2023 ). 
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changes everything —so extant analyses imply. Two upshots are especially im-
portant; we’ll see just how important they are in the next section. First, the
sincerity-suspending effects of the preamble make it so that the utterance of
C does not count as an assertion of C; nor, a fortiori , as reflecting Male Caller’s
actual (private) commitments. Second, Male Caller counts as performing a
speech act whose illocutionary point is idea-testing, whose overall spirit is co-
operative, and which is intended to benefit Radio Guest (and perhaps the
listening audience). In effect, Male Caller’s competent performance of the act
of devil’s advocacy automatically colours his contribution with a presumptive
tint of virtuosity: all he wanted to do was kick some ideas around, for the sake
of argument. 

This is unsatisfactory. Uttering C under a premise of open insincerity is
not inherently wrong; indeed, it is politically and epistemically imperative
that there be room to sometimes discuss morally problematic, even distaste-
ful views. However, nor is it inherently permissible, much less praiseworthy,
to do so unqualifiedly—at any point, in any conversation, defying any other
discursive-epistemic norms governing the exchange (e.g. pertaining to up-
take, turn-taking, and extending testimonial evidence). Ideal analyses are un-
equipped to determine where the boundaries of appropriate devil’s advocacy
lie, because they take the preamble to effectively dispense with the need to
consult the larger conversational context. However, treating the preamble as
a miraculous panacea is misguided, in much the same way that it is misguided
to insist that the right to free speech needs no qualifications. 21 And it is un-
satisfactory, because by glossing over the dramatic illocutionary effects of the
preamble, no meaningful distinction can be made between genuinely virtu-
ous devil’s advocates and their vicious counterparts. The next section drives
home the importance of tracing these boundaries by looking more closely at
the powerful effects of the preamble on the dynamics of conversation. 

V. The weaponization of illocutionary force 

V.1 Figleaves 

Above, we said that C, as a pure assertive, is a recognizable expression of a
sexist attitude. In fact, C is recognizable more specifically as an expression of
what is sometimes denominated ‘modern’ sexism (Regnier-Bachand 2015 ): in
contrast with expressions of overt hostility towards women (more generally:
towards non-dominant genders), C denotes a predisposition to assent to, or
justify, at least some forms of gender-based discrimination. 
21 We thank an anonymous reviewer for suggesting that we flag the connections between our 
discussion and the free speech debate. Though length limitations prevent us from elaborating 
further, we hope to return to this matter in future work. 
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Sexist attitudes may be mapped by measures of hostility towards women,
nd according to whether they present as overtly discriminatory or as covert,
benevolent’ forms of sexism. Sexist attitudes may also be mapped according
o the perceived tolerability of their public expression. In recent work, Saul
2021 ) argues that given the widespread endorsement of a fairly generic norm
f gender equality, it is reasonable to expect that most people will seek to avoid
eing associated with recognizable expressions of sexism. Similar considera-
ions may explain the fact that bare racist assertives are also (relatively) rarely
ound in public discursive contexts, since they are difficult to reconcile with a

atching norm of racial equality (Saul 2017 , 2021 ). 
The endurance of racial and gender equality norms makes it so that overtly

acist and sexist utterances tend to be poorly tolerated in the public realm,
ven while attitudes of resentment towards members of racial minorities (re-
pectively: non-dominant genders) remain widespread. 22 It also makes it more
ikely that individuals will tend to avoid introducing into the record content
hat could easily warrant attributions of, or association with, racism or sex-
sm. In contrast, tolerance seems to be higher when expressions of racial and
ender resentment are accompanied by additional overt markers that allow
peakers (and hearers) to disavow attributions of racism or sexism. Saul terms
hese racial and gender figleaves , respectively: utterances that ‘provide a small bit
f cover for something that is unacceptable to display in public’ (Saul 2017 ,
8). 

Figleaves are identified functionally, as utterances ‘which (for some portion
f the audience) [block] the conclusion that (a) some other utterance, R, is
acist [or sexist]; or (b) the person who uttered R is racist [or sexist]’ (Saul 2021 ,
61). Alongside a variety of such utterances operating at a direct propositional
evel (e.g. ‘I’m not a racist, but...’, ‘I have great respect for women, but...’),
aul identifies a further type of figleaf—the force figleaf —that we think helps
iagnose at least some vicious uses of devil’s advocacy. As before, the hallmark

unctional trait of a force figleaf is that of blocking the inference that either
he speaker, or the utterance, are racist (sexist). But here, the screening-off
ffect is achieved by changing the way that the audience understands the speech act being
erformed by the speaker. That is, force figleaves—when successful—modify the
n-record illocutionary force of the relevant speech act. 

One of the examples discussed by Saul is drawn from the vast repertoire of
onald Trump’s controversial public statements: ‘When the revelation of [the
ccess Hollywood tapes] led to an uproar, just before the election, Trump re-

ponded by saying that the comments were merely “locker room talk”’ (Saul
021 , 170). Trump’s locker-room-shaped hedge qualifies as a force figleaf: its
22 See also (Mendelberg 2001 ; Khoo 2017 ). Expressions of racial and gender resentment ap- 
eared in Affirmative action (‘... whether maybe I really hadn’t deserved admission to my law 

chool’) and Wage gap (‘Women take more time off of work’), respectively. 
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(intended) function was to distance Trump from the content of his prior,
overtly sexist utterances. To achieve this purpose, Trump introduced a pre-
supposition to the effect that uttering overtly sexist remarks, while unaccept-
able in ordinary circumstances, is however permissible when embedded in a locker-
room conversational context . For, in such contexts, specific felicity conditions are in
place that rule out the face-value interpretation of those utterances. Thus, the
intended effect of Trump’s remark was to retroactively modify the intended
illocutionary force of his previous speech act, thereby allowing a portion of his
audience to avert the otherwise inevitable conclusion that Trump’s assertion,
and Trump himself, were sexist. 

V.2 Two routes to plausible deniability 

The function of force figleaves, and figleaves more generally, is to offer speak-
ers (and hearers) an out: if the figleaf is successful, speakers (and hearers) will
be in a position to plausibly deny undesirable, and otherwise inevitable, attri-
butions of racism or sexism. In practice, force figleaves are intended to achieve
this goal by ‘relocating’ the problematic utterance in a sincerity-suspending
context: one whose felicity conditions drive a wedge between the embedded
locutionary content and the doxastic commitments that may reasonably be
attributed to the speaker on the basis of the utterance in question. Familiar
hedges such as ‘I was only joking’, ‘I’m just curious/asking a question’, or
‘I’m just quoting X on this’, offer a similar promise of plausible deniability; in
all these cases, the fact that the respective speech acts lack the sincerity condi-
tions characteristic of assertions stands in the way of ascribing utterer beliefs
on the basis of uttered content, and of treating the latter as a putative truth
claim. 23 

Notice, now, that trolling and mansplaining may also count on strategies
for securing plausible deniability via the manipulation of illocutionary force.
The specifics are worth spelling out in some detail, both because they are
interesting in their own right and because they will help illuminate certain
distinctive traits of devil’s advocacy as an especially powerful variant of this
strategy. 

Force figleaves, we’ve seen, trade on a suspension of speaker sincerity. So
too do trolling acts, as we saw in Section III.2 . Figleaves, however, are overtly
marked: they are designed to be in full public view. On the contrary, the whole
point of trolling acts is to ensure that an utterance is simultaneously under-
stood as sincere by one part of the audience (target) and as insincere by the
23 The promise of plausible deniability offered by such hedges is not always an enthusing 
one, note. Boogaart et al. (2021 2022 ) discuss the prospects of various such defensive strategies as 
tickets to plausible deniability. See also (Camp 2022 ). 
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est (onlookers). 24 A precondition of successful trolling, then, is the absence
f any explicit markers that might reveal the troll’s performative intention to
he target, while simultaneously ensuring that the onlookers understand that his
ocutionary act is not subject to a condition of sincerity. This means that a
athway to plausible deniability relative to locutionary content is an inbuilt feature
f the complex speech act of trolling. In this sense, we suggest that trolling is
unctionally comparable to the deployment of a force figleaf—again, relative
o the locutionary content of the troll’s utterance. 

The qualification ‘relative to locutionary content’ is crucial: what does not
eem to be available to the troll is a path to plausible deniability relative to
llocution ; nor, a fortiori , relative to his overall moral standing. For, the only way
or a trolling agent to avoid condemnation would be to dismiss (qualify) his
wn actions as ‘mere trolling’. However, it is unlikely that a troll would do
his, since he would thereby cancel an essential felicity condition of his own
peech act (see also Morgan 2022 , 16). And it is far from clear that a troll
ould do this even if he wanted to, since there is no acknowledged morally
eutral counterpart to the act of trolling. 25 Thus, while the presupposition of

nsincerity introduces a wedge (in principle, at least) between uttered content
nd utterer’s private commitments, there is no corresponding consideration
hat could plausibly shield the troll from reproach qua agent: in particular,
here is no plausible redeeming construal of the troll’s deliberately coercive
ntention towards his target. 

In this latter respect, trolling acts are unlike figleaf defences, which typi-
ally block (or purport to block) attributions of moral badness to the utterer
f they block attributions of moral badness to the utterance, and vice versa. 26

rolling is also unlike mansplaining, in this and almost every respect; this is
nsurprising given that the presuppositions constitutive of mansplaining are
ll relative to the mansplainer’s epistemic and moral standing, rather than to
he content of his contribution. Mansplaining is problematic not because of
hat the speaker says, but because—exactly and only because—of what the

peaker does . And what the speaker does is manipulate illocutionary force: he
eplaces the felicity conditions of his interlocutor’s actual speech act (e.g. giv-
ng testimony) with a different set of conditions (e.g. the felicity conditions of
sking for help, requesting advice or information). 
24 More fully: the troll’s objective is to make it so that the target audience (the trollee, as it 
ere) comes to believe that someone sincerely believes the utterance in question. An additional 
recondition of successful trolling is that the target should not conceive of this ‘someone’ as a 
roll. 

25 In contrast, the fact that joking is generally considered to be a morally neutral activity 
uggests that ‘I’m just joking’ defences will be at least marginally stronger in this respect. 

26 An interesting question is whether anything changes when an utterance is explicitly 
arked as an act of trolling by a third party—as when the LA Times dismissed one of 
rump’s many racist rants as ‘mere trolling’: https://www.latimes.com/opinion/editorials/

a-ed-trump-aoc-squad-ilhan-bigoted-tweets-20190714-story.html. 
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Notice that this same manipulation opens the door to a powerful redeem-
ing presupposition, to the effect that the mansplainer is performing a (morally
and epistemically) positively valued speech act, the key upshot of which will be
to improve his interlocutor’s epistemic standing. The mansplainer thus makes
the ‘bold’ move of trying to pass off a harmful act as one that is epistemi-
cally laudable (explanation is both an epistemic end in itself, and a vehicle to
other epistemic ends); and potentially, also morally so (offering aid, including
epistemic aid, reflects positively on one’s character, and may even be a duty). 

Notice also that the above presupposition invites the conclusion that the
act being performed by the mansplainer is non-culpable. Plausible deniabil-
ity may thus be established by trading the stronger presupposition for the
weaker—once again, by massaging illocutionary force: 

The man wasn’t doing anything pernicious, he might argue, he was just φ-ing, where
φ-ing is something we all occasionally non-culpably do. (Johnson 2020 , 6). 27 

Thus, the fact that explanations, clarifications and answers may be praisewor-
thy discursive contributions, combined with the fact that speech act-confusion
may be non-culpable, jointly open a path to possible and plausible deniabil-
ity. 28 

V.3 Diabolical devil’s advocates 

Some speech acts—such as trolling—harm as a result of the interac-
tion between illocutionary force and locutionary content. Others—such as 
mansplaining—harm in virtue of illocutionary force alone, regardless of con-
tent. Ultimately, moral assessments always reflect back on speech agents ; but
the distinction helps track the different routes agents may take to establish
non-culpability. In turn, the promise of any defensive option may vary greatly
across socio-cultural contexts and over time (Saul 2021 ), but also accord-
ing to standing pragmatic conventions and particularized contextual details
(Boogaart et al. 2021 ). Even so, it seems likely that some defensive strategies
are ceteris paribus stronger than others (Boogaart et al. 2022 ). Indeed, one of the
morals emerging from our analysis of trolling and mansplaining is that the
existence of a nearby, ‘lookalike’ speech act that is recognized as non-culpable
27 Tucker Carlson seemingly employed this line of defence when he responded, to the charge 
of mansplaining issued by a guest on his show: ‘I’m not mansplaining, I’m saying something 
that’s obviously true’ (Joyce et al. 2021 , 509). 

28 Requests threaten both the listener’s negative face—freedom of action and from 

imposition—and the speaker’s positive face—desire for approval of her self-image (Brown and 
Levinson 1987 ). The mansplainer can reclaim virtuosity precisely because requests for (epistemic) 
help (e.g. alternative explanation, information) are acts that restrict the requestee’s personal free- 
dom for the benefit of the requester . As Dular (2021 , 15) puts it: ‘Although the explaining is meant to 
look innocuous, such “helping” is really hurting, a self-interested move thinly veiled as self- 
sacrifice.’ 

f Bristol Library user on 02 M
ay 2024



Diabolical devil’s advocates 21

m  

c
 

p  

f

 

A  

t  

c  

a  

w  

S  

A  

c  

i  

a  

i  

r  

p  

F  

p
 

t  

G  

e
 

e  

o  

b  

e  

g  

c  

i  

b  

i  

w  

s  

c
 

c  

i  

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/pq/advance-article/doi/10.1093/pq/pqae033/7661066 by U

niversity of Bristol Library user on 02 M
ay
ay significantly improve the prospects of a speaker’s attempt to disavow so-
ially costly commitments. 

Where does devil’s advocacy stand, in all of this? In a uniquely favourable
osition, we now argue. Consider the following utterance, loosely adapted

rom Affirmative action : 

(A* ) I’m just playing devil’s advocate here, but let’s consider whether affirmative action
policies are unfair to whites. 

* is uttered in response to the narrator’s (Law Graduate) act of offering tes-
imony; it is uttered by the narrator’s friend (White Friend), who was the re-
ipient of that testimony. A* embeds an assertion, A, that is recognisable as
n expression of racial resentment; a bare utterance of A would betray a very
eak commitment to the norm of racial equality on the utterer’s part (see
ection V.1 ). In uttering A* , in contrast, White Friend signals that he is voicing
 on behalf of someone (actual or imagined) other than himself . This deflection of

ommitments is effected via the preamble: White Friend is on record as hav-
ng merely put A up for joint discussion. In the same fell swoop, the preamble
lso affects Law Graduate’s deontic profile (see e.g. Sbisà 2006 ). Minimally:
t obliges her to attend to his contribution (Goldberg 2020 ); it compels her to
espond to White Friend’s attempt to engage in a joint idea-testing activity; it
recludes her from (justifiably) ascribing a racially resentful attitude to White
riend; and it precludes her from (justifiably) evaluating White Friend’s moral
rofile on the grounds of his uttering A. 

In addition, given that boilerplate expectations of cooperativeness are os-
ensibly warranted in this particular context, the preamble also entitles Law
raduate to believe that White Friend regards A as worthy of consideration ; as rel-

vant to the unfolding exchange; and as requiring discussion there and then. 
Being worthy of consideration is not an especially high standard. How-

ver, it does rule out a sizeable quantity of things: there is a sizeable quantity
f beliefs that are generally regarded as being beyond the pale. If Mendel-
erg, Saul, and others are right about the widespread acceptance of the racial
quality norm, then racist beliefs are among the beliefs that are generally re-
arded as beyond the pale; correspondingly, introducing such beliefs into the
onversational record under a premise of speaker sincerity (e.g. via assertion)
s generally regarded as unacceptable. From the fact that White Friend em-
eds A in the preamble, we may glean that he is sensitive to the racial equal-

ty norm. However, we may also glean that he is committed to a worryingly
eak reading of the norm: by embedding A in the preamble, White Friend

imultaneously signals that while he rejects A, he also regards it as worthy of
onsideration. 

Thus, the preamble blocks, or purports to block, the inference to the con-
lusion that the speaker is racist (sexist); and it blocks, or purports to block, the
nference to the conclusion that the embedded utterance is racist (sexist). Since
 2024
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it blocks these inferences by intervening on illocutionary force, the preamble is
functionally recognizable as a force figleaf. Two things follow from this. First,
qua figleaf, the preamble affords the speaker a putative plausible deniability
defence relative to the introduction of problematic content into the conversa-
tional record. Second, as with figleaves more generally, abuses of devil’s ad-
vocacy are liable to contribute to the gradual shifting of boundaries of what
it is considered permissible to say in public—what one can say without fear
of incurring social costs, or challenges to one’s moral or epistemic profile. 29 

And, we can add, of how one can do this: successful illocutionary manipula-
tion begets a normalization of abusive agency in the conversational sphere. 30 

On each of these counts, successful deniability is key; and the availability of
multiple defensive strategies enhances the prospects of success, we’ve argued.
Diabolical devil’s advocates are well placed in both respects. They may appeal
to a defence relative to locution , as we’ve just seen. And they may appeal to a
defence relative to illocution : like mansplainers, they may insist that what they
were doing was non-problematic. The devil’s advocate’s defence, however, is
stronger than the mansplainer’s. The latter boils down to ‘Oops! I misunder-
stood what was happening here. (Still, it doesn’t hurt to repeat what we both
know.)’ The mansplainer’s defence is premised on his acknowledgement that
he has been caught out doing something wrong; this drives him to reach for
the felicity conditions of a nearby, positively valued illocutionary act to reha-
bilitate himself. 

In contrast, diabolical devil’s advocates quite literally wear their plausible deni-
ability on their sleeve : they do not need to reach for a morally preferable replace-
ment for what they were doing, because what they were doing needs no such
replacement. Any charge of wrongdoing merely reveals that the audience mis-
understood what was happening; instead of acknowledging their own speech
act-confusion, however, they resort to maligning the speaker. There was no
silencing, no coercion, no refusal of testimony, no manipulation: the speaker
was just playing devil’s advocate. 

On the whole, devil’s advocacy is uniquely placed, among known discur-
sive moves, to offer cover for, and normalize, abusive speech agency. Like
other force figleaves, it exploits its in-built suspension of sincerity to cover
for the introduction of problematic locutionary content. Like mansplaining,
it may appeal to speech act-confusion to cover for problematic illocutionary
behaviour, and for displaying a manifest disregard for an interlocutor’s epis-
temic profile. Like trolling, it gestures towards a purportedly worthy trade-off
29 See (Saul 2017 ; McGowan 2019 ). See also (Van Dijk 1992 ). 
30 Similar detrimental effects on the normativity of public discourse are imputable to trolling 

and mansplaining. For instance, Johnson and Dular both argue that mansplaining recreates 
unjust socio-political structures within the epistemic domain. The difficulty of challenging such 
conduct foregrounds its normalization, thus reinforcing existing social inequalities. 
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epistemically beneficial idea-testing) to cover for the problematic perlocution-
ry effects of the act—viz. , placing unjust pressure on the respective target to
ither respond, or else allow the problematic content to remain unchallenged
so targets are left in a double bind; see e.g. Hirji 2021 ). 

Thus, devil’s advocacy shares several traits of other abusive discursive prac-
ices. However, while the latter may count, at best, on defences that claim per-

issibility and lessened (or non-) culpability, the former counts on all of these
hings and claims virtuousness , to boot. 

VI. Concluding Remarks 

ecently, social epistemologists have sought to substantiate the intuition that
e have an interpersonal epistemic duty ‘to object to things that people say’,
s a way of providing epistemic aid and promoting epistemic goods in others
Johnson 2018b ; Lackey 2020 ; Terzian and Corbalán 2021 ). In general, this
uty is imperfect . Thus, it may be heightened when, for instance, an assertion

ntroduced into the record expresses evidence-resistant beliefs (such as racist
nd sexist beliefs). 31 Moreover, as with imperfect duties more generally, we
an do more than what our share demands; and such supererogatory excess
ay have moral value (Schroeder 2014 ). 
Now, while there may not be a corresponding epistemic obligation to speak

p on behalf of others (Johnson 2018a ), it seems clear that there can be epistemic
alue in doing so. The theoretical characterisations of ideal devil’s advocacy
resented in Section II.1 bear witness to the naturalness of this intuition: by
aking on the role of devil’s advocate we can help others improve their epis-
emic standing, and promote the pursuit of epistemic goods more generally. A
empting continuation of this thought is that in this capacity, too, doing more
ill make us better: we may reach for new heights of virtuosity by giving voice

o others’ beliefs, even—or especially—ones we don’t ourselves subscribe to. 
However, this conclusion rests on a fundamental equivocation: just as giv-

ng money to the KKK does not count as an act of charity (Rainbolt 2000 ), so
oo giving voice to racist and sexist beliefs does not count as an act of epistemic
id. In a way, the observed patterns of problematic abuses of devil’s advocacy
n real-world conversational contexts may be seen as resting on, and even ex-
loiting, this equivocation. Given the strong default presumption of virtuosity
ttached to the profile, however, it is an equivocation that is especially difficult
o dismiss. As a result, and instead, we may witness the emergence of devil’s
dvocates who give voice to oppressive views, thus skewing the distribution
f higher-order evidence in dangerous directions (e.g. by ‘treating racism as
31 See (Puddifoot 2021 ; Cella et al. 2022 ). 
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a political disagreement around which two opposing viewpoints can reason-
ably form’) and forcing recipients into positions of epistemic and discursive
vulnerability—all in the name of ‘open inquiry’. 

A natural continuation of the present investigation will require addressing
a pressing prescriptive question: What should be done? For instance, should
the targets of vicious devil’s advocacy respond , or should they disengage ? A few
cursory observations suffice to show that these are complex issues, deserv-
ing of considered separate treatment. For instance, responding may backfire:
engagement is naturally interpreted as conveying assent to the presupposi-
tion that the uttered content is a proper topic of good faith, reasonable dis-
agreement, and this in turn may boost the credibility of the proffered beliefs.
Moreover, it may unfairly burden the targets themselves, who typically occupy
structurally disadvantaged socio-epistemic positions in which they are already 
unfairly burdened. Yet, refusing to engage with the resident devil’s advocates
may also end up damaging their targets, since doing so may invite attributions
of closemindedness and uncooperativeness. 

The challenge of coming up with strategies to resist vicious discursive be-
haviour, without thereby reinforcing the oppressive structures to which targets
are already subjected, remains a pressing one. 32 By shining a light on the dark
side of devil’s advocacy, we hope to have contributed to this project. 
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