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Simpl e an d C o m p l e x Speec h Acts :  W h a t  M a k e s th e Differenc e 

withi n a  Developmenta l  Perspectiv e 

Bruno G. Bara (bara@psych.unito.it) 
Francesc a M .  Bosc o (bosco@psych.unito.it ) 
Monic a Bucciarell i  (monica@psych.unito.it ) 

Centre di Scienza Cognitiva, Universita di Torino 
vi a Lagrange ,  3-1012 3 Torino ,  Ital y 

Abstrac t 

In the linguistic psychological literature, there is a 
classica l  distinctio n betwee n direc t  an d indirec t  speec h 
acts .  I n particular ,  som e theorie s clai m tha t  th e latte r  ar e 
more difficul t  t o produc e an d comprehen d tha n th e former . 
We propos e t o abando n suc h a  distinctio n i n favou r  o f  a 
nove l  on e betwee n simpl e an d comple x speec h acts .  Tlii s 
distinctio n applie s t o an y kin d o f  pragmati c phenomena , 
fro m standar d speec h act s t o no n standar d ones ,  lik e iron y 
and deceit .  Ou r  proposa l  i s  base d o n th e type s o f  menta l 
representation s an d menta l  operation s involve d i n speec h 
act s productio n an d comprehension . 

1. Introduction 

I n th e classica l  philosoph y o f  language ,  a  well-know n 
distinctio n i s draw n betwee n direc t  an d indirec t  speec h acts . 
Searl e (1975 )  claim s tha t  t o comprehen d a n indirec t  speec h 
act  mean s t o realiz e tha t  a n illocutionar y ac t  i s  (indirectly ) 
bein g performe d vi a th e executio n o f  a  different ,  litera l 
illocutionar y act .  Direc t  speec h act s ar e instea d thos e wher e 
a speake r  utter s a  sentenc e an d mean s exactl y an d literall y 
what  sh e i s saying ,  a s in : 

[1] What time is it? 

In indirect speech acts the speaker communicates to the 
heare r  mor e tha n sh e i s actuall y saying ,  b y relyin g o n th e 
backgroun d informatio n the y mutuall y share ,  an d o n th e 
hearer' s genera l  power s o f  rationalit y an d inference . 
Example s o f  indirec t  speec h act s are : 

[2] a. Can you please tell me what time it is? 
b.  D o yo u min d tellin g m e wha t  tim e i t  i s ? 
c.  I  wonde r  i f  you' d b e s o kin d a s t o tel l  m e wha t  tim e 

i t  is . 
d.  I  don' t  hav e m y watch . 

Searle claims that understanding [1] is straightforward, 
tha t  is ,  doe s no t  requir e inferences ,  whil e understandin g [2 ] 
relie s o n som e kin d o f  c o m m o n knowledge .  However ,  th e 
lengt h o f  th e inferentia l  pat h i s no t  th e sam e fo r  eac h 

utteranc e i n [2] .  Fo r  example ,  [2d ]  require s a  greate r  numbe r 
of  inference s tha n [2a] . 

Searl e claim s tha t  th e primar y illocutionar y forc e o f  a n 
indirec t  speec h ac t  i s  derive d fro m th e litera l  on e vi a a  serie s 
of  inferentia l  steps .  Th e hearer' s inferentia l  proces s i s 
triggere d b y th e assumptio n tha t  th e speake r  i s followin g 
th e Principl e o f  Cooperatio n (Grice ,  1978) ,  togethe r  wit h 
Ui e evidenc e o f  a n inconsistenc y betwee n th e utteranc e an d 
th e contex t  o f  pronunciation .  Th e heare r  trie s firs t  t o 
interpre t  th e utteranc e literally ,  an d onl y afte r  th e failur e o f 
thi s attempt ,  du e t o th e irrelevanc e o f  th e litera l  meaning , 
look s fo r  a  differen t  meaning ,  whic h convey s th e primar y 
illocutionar y force .  Accordin g t o th e classica l  theory ,  a n 
indirec t  speec h ac t  i s  intrinsicall y harde r  t o comprehen d 
tlia n a  direc t  one . 

S o me author s hav e criticize d thi s positio n (cf .  Clark , 
1979 ;  Recanati ,  1995 ;  Sperbe r  &  Wilson ,  1986) .  I n 
particular ,  Gibb s (1994 )  state s tha t  indirec t  speec h act s wit h 
a conventionalize d meanin g ar e simple r  t o understan d tha n 
nonconventiona l  ones ;  th e contex t  specifie s th e necessit y o f 
usin g a  conventiona l  indirec t  an d thu s help s th e heare r  t o 
understan d th e intende d meanin g mor e quickly .  Gibb s 
(1986 )  claim s tha t  a  speake r  ca n us e a n indirec t  ac t  w h e n 
sh e think s tha t  ther e migh t  b e obstacle s agains t  th e reques t 
sh e intend s t o fonuulate :  fo r  example ,  w h e n th e speake r 
doe s no t  k n o w whethe r  th e heare r  o w n s th e objec t  sh e 
desires ,  sh e ca n us e a  conventiona l  indirec t  request .  Gibb s 
suggest s tha t  th e partne r  infer s th e meanin g o f  a 
conventiona l  indirec t  speec h ac t  vi a a  habitua l  shortcu t  tha t 
facilitate s it s comprehension . 

A n alternativ e proposa l  i s  th e theor y o f  Cognitiv e 
Pragmatic s b y Airenti ,  Bar a an d Colombett i  (1993a) . 

2. Cognitive Pragmatics Theory 

A majo r  assumptio n o f  Cognitiv e Pragmatic s i s  tha t 
intentiona l  communicatio n require s behaviora l  cooperatio n 
betwee n tw o agents ;  tlii s  mean s tha t  w h e n tw o agent s 
communicat e the y ar e actin g o n th e basi s o f  a  pla n tha t  i s a t 
leas t  partiall y  shared .  Airenti ,  Bar a an d Colombett i  (1984 ) 
cal l  tlii s  pla n a  behavio r  game .  Eac h conuuunicativ e actio n 
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performe d b y th e agent s realize s th e move s o f  th e behavio r 
game thc > ar c playing .  Th e meanin g o f  a  communicativ e ac t 
(eithe r  linguisti c o r  extra-lingiiisti c  o r  a  mi x o f  th e two )  i s 
full y  understoo d onl y whe n i t  i s  clea r  wha t  mov e o f  wha t 
beha\io r  gam e i t  realizes . 

Thus ,  th e comprehensio n o f  an y kin d o f  speec h ac t 
depend s o n th e comprehensio n o f  th e behaviora l  gam e bi d 
by th e actor .  Unles s a  communicativ e failur e occurs ,  eac h 
participan t  i n a  dialogu e interpret s th e utterance s o f  th e 
interlocutor s o n a  groun d sh e give s a s share d wit h them . 
The onl y distinctio n tha t  ca n b e draw n concer n th e chai n o f 
inference s require d t o pas s fro m th e utteranc e t o th e gam e i t 
refer s to .  Direc t  an d comentiona l  indirec t  speec h act s 
immediatel y mak e referenc e t o th e game ,  an d thu s w e shal l 
cal l  the m simpl e speec h acts .  O n th e contrary ,  no n 
conventiona l  indirec t  speec h act s ca n b e referre d t o a s 
comple x i n tha t  the y requir e a  chai n o f  inferentia l  step s 
becaus e th e specifi c  behavio r  gam e o f  whic h the y ar e a  mov e 
i s no t  immediatel y identifiable .  Fo r  example ,  t o understan d 
[1 ]  i t  i s  sufficien t  fo r  th e partne r  t o refe r  t o th e gam e [GIVE -
I N F O R M A T I O N ] ,  I n orde r  t o understan d [2d] ,  a  mor e 
comple x inferentia l  proces s i s necessary :  th e partner ,  need s 
t o shar e wit h th e speake r  th e belief s tha t  i f  on e ha s no t  a 
watch ,  sh e canno t  k n o w wha t  tim e i t  is ,  an d tha t  whe n 
somebod y look s a t  he r  watc h i t  i s  becaus e sh e want s t o 
kno w th e time .  Onl\ '  then ,  th e partne r  ca n attribut e t o th e 
utteranc e th e valu e o f  a  m o v e o f  th e g a m e [GIVE -
I N F O R M A T I O N ] .  Thus ,  i f  th e proble m i s ho w t o acces s 
th e game ,  th e distinctio n betwee n direc t  an d indirec t  speec h 
act s i s inexistent .  I t  i s  th e complexit y o f  th e inferentia l  step s 
necessar. '  t o refe r  th e utteranc e t o th e gam e bi d b y th e acto r 
t o accoun t  fo r  th e difficult y o f  speec h act s comprehension . 

Airenti .  e t  at .  (1993a )  conside r  a s standar d th e pat h o f 
coiTununicatio n wher e defaul t  rule s o f  inferenc e ar e use d t o 
understan d eac h other' s menta l  states .  Defaul t  rule s ar e 
alway s  ̂'alI d unles s thei r  consequen t  i s  explicitl y  denie d (cf . 
Reiter .  1980) .  Thus ,  accordin g t o Cognitiv e Pragmatics ' 
proposal ,  th e meanin g o f  direc t  an d indirec t  speec h act s ca n 
be straightforwar d inferre d b y referrin g the m t o th e gam e bi d 
by th e speaker ,  vi a defaul t  rule s o f  inference .  N o n standar d 
communication ,  o n th e contrary ,  involve s comprehensio n 
and productio n o f  speec h act s vi a th e bloc k o f  defaul t  rule s 
and th e occurrenc e o f  mor e comple x inferentia l  processes :  a n 
example s ar e ironi c an d deceitfu l  speec h acts .  Cognitiv e 
Pragmatic s claim s that ,  i n orde r  t o refe r  a  no n standar d 
speec h ac t  t o th e gam e bi d b y th e speaker ,  th e partne r  ha s t o 
dra w a  chai n o f  inference s whic h ca n no t  b e base d o n defaul t 
rules . 

3. Simple and Complex Speech Acts 

F ro m a n empirica l  poin t  o f  view ,  Searle' s indirec t  speec h 
acts ,  a s wel l  a s Gibbs '  indirec t  speec h act s withou t 
conventiona l  use ,  an d Airent i  e t  al.' s  comple x speec h acts , 
ar e equivalent .  Nonetheless ,  i n ou r  vie w th e latte r  definitio n 
-  contrar y t o thos e o f  Searl e an d Gibb s -  applie s t o an y kin d 
of  communicativ e act .  Furthermore ,  i n ou r  vie w th e 
comprehensio n o f  conventiona l  speec h act s doe s no t  rel y o n 
shortcut s -  a s Gibb s suggest s - ,  bu t  o n a  gam e tha t  i s 
inmiediatel y accessible .  I n othe r  words ,  th e simple/comple x 
distinctio n i s grounde d i n tli e sor t  o f  menta l  representation s 

and menta l  processe s necessar y t o refe r  th e ac t  t o th e gam e 
bi d b y th e actor . 

I n orde r  t o tr y t o falsif y th e mentione d theorie s i t  i s  usefu l 
t o tak e developmenta l  pragmatic s int o account .  Indeed , 
adul t  perfonnanc e i s almos t  alway s correct ,  an d i t  doe s no t 
allo w t o tes t  prediction s abou t  differenc e i n difficult y o f 
comprehension .  O n th e contrary ,  th e predicte d mistake s o f 
cluldrcn' s performanc e ca n b e considere d a s evidenc e i n 
favou r  o f  on e o f  th e theories .  Th e developmenta l  perspectiv e 
i n Cognitiv e Scienc e remind s u s tlia t  t o reac h a  bette r 
comprehensio n o f  th e mind' s functionnin g w e hav e t o 
conside r  no t  onl y th e adult' s  stead y states ,  bu t  als o th e 
developmen t  fro m childhood ,  trougt h adolescence ,  t o 
menta l  maturatio n (Bara ,  1995) . 

I f  Searie' s theor y i s correct ,  the n indirec t  speec h act s 
woul d alway s b e harde r  t o dea l  wit h tha n direc t  one s 
(indirec t  >  direct) .  I f  Gibb s i s correct ,  the n non-conventiona l 
indirec t  speec h act s shoul d b e harde r  tha n th e conventiona l 
indirec t  speec h acts ,  whic h i n tur n shoul d b e equivalen t  t o 
direc t  one s (no n conventiona l  indirec t  >  conventiona l 
indirec t  o r  direct) .  I f  Airent i  e t  al .  ar e correct ,  the n comple x 
indirec t  speec h act s shoul d b e mor e difficul t  tha n simpl e 
speec h acts ,  whic h ma y indifferentl y b e eithe r  direc t  o r 
indirec t  act s (comple x >  simple :  indirec t  =  direct) . 

I n suppor t  o f  Searie' s proposal ,  Garve y (1984 )  finds  tha t 
childre n unde r  3  year s hav e som e difficultie s i n 
understandin g conventiona l  indirec t  request s mad e b y a n 
adult .  Th e explanatio n sh e give s i s tha t  suc h request s ar e 
ambiguou s i n that ,  a s claime d b y Searle ,  the y hav e 
simultaneousl y a  litera l  meanin g an d a  directiv e implici t 
force .  I n particular ,  Garve y report s a n interactio n betwee n a 
mothe r  an d he r  32-month-ol d child .  Th e mothe r  point s a t  a 
pictur e i n a  boo k an d ask s th e child ,  'Yo u se e wha t  thi s 
littl e bo y i s doing? '  A s th e chil d fail s  t o voluntee r  th e 
infomiatio n abou t  wha t  h e see s an d limit s hi s respons e t o 
'Yeah' ,  Gar\'e y conclude s tha t  indirectio n i s difficul t  fo r 
cliildren . 

I n suppor t  o f  Gibbs '  proposal ,  Shat z (1978 )  observe s 
childre n betwee n 1; 7 an d 2; 4 playin g wit h thei r  mother s a t 
home an d findin g tlia t  the y understoo d conventiona l  indirec t 
request s lik e 'Ca n yo u shu t  th e door? '  o r  'Ar e ther e an y 
mor e suitcases?' .  Shat z conclude s tha t  ver y youn g childre n 
ar e abl e t o m a p th e languag e the y hea r  o n t o th e familia r 
non-linguisti c worl d o f  actio n an d objects . 

I n lin e wit h Airent i  e t  al ,  Reede r  (1980 )  finds ,  tha t 
cliildre n betwee n 2,6- 3 comprehen d that ,  i n a n adequat e 
context ,  utterance s lik e ' I  wan t  yo u t o d o that '  o r  'Woul d 
yo u min d d o that '  hav e th e sam e illocutionar y forc e (se e 
als o Bernico t  &  Legros ,  1987) .  Also ,  Becke r  (1990 )  an d 
Ervin-Trip p an d Gordo n (1986 )  find  evidenc e tha t  2, 6 yea r 
old s alread y produc e differen t  kind s o f  indirec t  speec h acts . 
Finally ,  Bar a an d Bucciarell i  (1998 )  sho w tha t  2;6- 3 yea r 
ol d easil y comprehen d simpl e directive s (conventiona l 
indirects )  like ,  'Woul d yo u lik e t o si t  down?' .  O n th e 
contrary ,  the y hav e difficultie s wit h comple x directive s 
(non-conventiona l  indirects )  like ,  t o understan d tha t 
answerin g 'It' s  raining '  t o th e proposa l  'Let' s g o ou t  an d 
play '  correspond s t o a  refusal . 

Apparently ,  th e experimenta l  literatur e o n indirec t  speec h 
act s comprehensio n i n childre n i s inconsisten t  an d doe s no t 
allo w t o choos e betwee n th e thre e proposals .  However ,  th e 
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experimenta l  result s o f  Garvey ,  whic h suppor t  Searle' s 
theor>' .  deserv e som e considerations .  Ther e i s n o reaso n fo r 
th e chil d observe d t o describ e somethin g tha t  hi s mothe r 
can perfectl y  see ;  furthermore ,  Garve y hersel f  admit s tlui t  sh e 
does no t  reall y kno w th e actua l  communicativ e intentio n o f 
th e mother . 

To su m up ,  whil e w e ar e waitin g fo r  cleare r  expenmenta l 
data ,  w e woul d priz e th e generalit y o f  th e distinctio n 
betwee n simpl e an d comple x speec h act s a s du e t o a 
differenc e i n th e complexit y o f  th e menta l  representation s 
and o f  th e chai n o f  inference s involved .  A  critica l  analysi s o f 
th e relevan t  developmenta l  litteratur e i s i n Bara ,  Bosc o & 
BucciareUi(199y) . 

4. Simple and Complex Speech Acts in Non-

s t a n d a r d C o m m u n i c a t i o n 

The distinctio n betwee n simpl e an d comple x speec h act s 
hold s als o fo r  no n standar d speec h acts ,  lik e ironie s an d 
deceits .  Indeed ,  a s w e shal l  see ,  ther e ar e simpl e an d 
comple x ironie s an d simpl e an d comple x deceits . 

4.1 Simple and Complex Ironies 

Gric e advance s th e so-calle d traditiona l  theor y o f  iron y 
(1978 ;  1989 )  H e claim s that ,  i n orde r  t o comprehen d a n 
ironi c utterance ,  th e heare r  assign s t o i t  a  meanin g opposit e 
t o tha t  literall y expresse d b y th e speaker .  I n particular ,  Gric e 
claim s tha t  a n ironi c intentio n ca n b e detecte d whe n th e 
litera l  interpretatio n doe s no t  fi t  wit h th e context . 
Unfortunately ,  however ,  ironi c utterance s ma y consis t  i n 
somethin g differen t  fro m th e expressio n o f  a  meanin g 
opposit e t o th e intende d one .  Further ,  Grice' s accoun t  leave s 
unclea r  wh y p  shoul d b e interprete d a s a n ironi c not-p ,  an d 
not  a s a  li e (Morgan ,  1990) . 

I n a  completel y differen t  perspective ,  som e theorie s 
assume -  mor e o r  les s implicitl y  -  tha t  iron y involve s th e 
abilit y  t o meta-represen t  and ,  a s a  consequence ,  th e 
necessit y t o dra w mor e o r  les s comple x inferentia l  chain s s o 
t o relat e th e utteranc e t o it s intende d meaning .  I n particular . 
Relevanc e theor y claim s tha t  a n ironi c utteranc e i s intende d 
and interprete d a s a n ech o o f  a  pas t  utteranc e (Sperbe r  & 
Wilson .  1981) .  It s interpretatio n doe s no t  requir e th e 
attributio n t o th e speake r  o f  a  precis e thought ,  sinc e i t 
echoe s th e though t  o f  a  perso n o r  o f  peopl e i n general .  Th e 
ironi c utteranc e i s a n echoi c mentio n wher e th e ironis t 
expresse s he r  attitud e towar d th e propositio n sh e i s echoin g 
(se e als o Jorgensen ,  Mille r  &  Sperber ,  1984) . 

Accordin g t o Clar k an d Gerri g (1984 )  an d Morga n 
(1990) .  a  listener' s understandin g o f  a n ironi c utteranc e 
cmciall y depend s o n th e c o m m o n groun d h e take s a s share d 
by th e ironis t  an d th e audience ,  thei r  mutua l  beliefs ,  mutua l 
knowledg e an d mutua l  presuppositions .  I n cas e ther e i s no t 
suc h a  c o m m o n ground ,  th e author s sho w tha t  th e heare r 
has n o wa y t o recogniz e th e pretense .  Thus ,  th e ironis t  i s 
not  usin g on e propositio n i n orde r  t o ge t  acros s it s 
contradictory :  rather ,  i n sayin g p ,  th e ironis t  i s  pretendin g 
t o believ e i t  (Pretens e Theor y o f  Irony) . 

Consistentl y wit h thi s theory ,  Kumon-Nakamura , 
Glucksber g an d Brow n (1995 )  clai m tha t  ironi c remark s 
iia\ e thei r  effect s b y alludin g t o a  faile d expectation . 
Accordin g t o thei r  proposa l  (AUusiona l  Pretens e Theorj '  o f 

Irony) ,  ironi c utterance s liav e tw o mai n features :  th e speake r 
expresse s a  certai n attitude ,  an d sh e i s patentl y insincer e 
Iron y i s use d t o direc t  th e hearer' s attentio n towar d a 
discrepanc y betwee n wha t  i s an d wha t  shoul d hav e been . 

Airenti ,  Bar a an d Colombett i  (1993b )  explai n iron y o n 
th e groun d o f  agent' s share d knowledg e an d th e contrastin g 
meanin g uttere d b y th e actor .  A  statemen t  uttere d b y a n 
acto r  become s ironi c whe n compare d wit h th e scenari o 
provide d b y th e knowledg e sh e share s wit h th e partner .  Th e 
partne r  ha s t o infe r  a  furthe r  meanin g whic h contrast s wit h 
th e backgroun d agains t  whic h th e ironi c utteranc e stand s 
out . 

Grice' s proposal ,  accordin g t o wliic h a n ironi c utteranc e 
expresse s th e opposit e o f  wha t  i s mean t  b y th e speaker ,  i s 
consisten t  wit h som e result s o n ver y youn g children .  Fo r 
instance ,  Redd y (1991 )  foun d tlia t  humou r  i n youn g infant s 
comes fro m th e violatio n o f  th e expectatio n {not-p )  tha t  th e 
canonica l  outcom e (p )  o f  a n interactiv e even t  suc h a s givin g 
and takin g wil l  occur .  D u n n (1991 )  ha s analyze d childre n 
jokes ,  findin g tha t  2  an d 3-year-old s hav e a  remarcabl e an d 
differentiate d understandin g o f  wha t  familia r  other s wil l  fin d 
funny .  Thes e result s ar e inconsisten t  wit h th e assumptio n 
llia t  iron y require s a  mctarcpresentationa l  ability ,  becaus e 
infant s o f  tha t  ag e lac k suc h abilits '  (Hogrefe ,  W i m m er  & 
Pemer,  1986 ;  Pemer ,  1991 ;  Wellma n &  Wooley ,  1990) . 

However ,  th e proposa l  tha t  iron y involve s a 
metarepresentationa l  an d a  sophisticate d inferentia l  abilit y  i s 
consisten t  wit h som e experiment s o n childre n olde r  tha n 
thos e studie d b y Reddy .  A  stud y o n th e abilit y  o f  6 -  an d 8 -
year-old s t o provid e ironi c ending s t o unfinishe d storie s ha s 
bee n carrie d ou t  b y Lucariell o an d Mindolovic h (1995) .  Th e 
author s clai m tha t  th e recognitio n an d th e constructio n o f 
ironi c event s involve s th e metarepresentationa l  skil l  o f 
manipulatin g th e representation s o f  events .  Thes e 
representation s ar e t o b e transcended ,  criticall y viewed ,  an d 
disassemble d i n orde r  t o creat e ne w an d differen t  (an d ironic ) 
even t  structures .  Accordin g t o thei r  model ,  i t  i s  possibl e t o 
make a  distinctio n betwee n simpl e an d comple x form s o f 
ironies ;  thei r  result s sho w tha t  elde r  cliildre n construc t  mor e 
comple x ironi c derivation s fro m th e representationa l  bas e 
tha n younge r  childre n do . 

Consistentl y wit h thi s idea ,  D e w s e t  al .  (1996 )  clai m tha t 
an ironi c commen t  ca n eithe r  explicitl y  stat e th e opposit e o f 
what  i s mean t  (direc t  irony) ,  o r  impl y somethin g tha t  i s th e 
opposit e o f  wha t  i s sai d (indirec t  irony) .  I n th e forme r  case , 
th e speaker' s meanin g simpl y i s th e opposit e o f  wha t  i s 
meante d an d ther e i s n o echoi c mentio n o f  a  previou s 
statement ,  whil e i n th e latter ,  i t  follow s fro m th e opposit e o f 
what  i s said .  Thei r  result s sho w tha t  adult s mor e ofte n ran k 
indirec t  ironie s a s th e fuiuiiest ,  wl\il e childre n mor e ofte n 
ran k direc t  ironie s a s th e fuiuiiest .  D e w s a n colleague s 
conclud e Uia t  indirec t  iron y i s mor e subtle . 

I n conclusion ,  th e apparentl y divergen t  dat a i n th e 
literatur e ar e no t  reconcilable ,  unles s a  theor y i s availabl e 
whic h allow s t o cove r  bot h simpl e an d comple x ironies . 
Metarepresentationa l  abilit y  migh t  b e involve d onl y i n th e 
latter . 

Our  hipothesi s i s  tliat ,  th e capacit y o f  understandin g an d 
producin g ironi c speec h act s develop s i n tw o stages .  I n th e 
first ,  childre n star t  masterin g simpl e iron y a  l a Grice :  A 
utter s p  t o mea n n«r-/ 7 (Figur e 1) .  Thus ,  simpl e ironie s 
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acto r  A  utteranc e p 

Shared a n not-p 

: k groun d kno w led ; 

Figur e 1 .  Acto r  A  expresse s a n iroiu c utterance/ ? 
wiuc h overtl y contrast s wit h tli e belief/7o/-/> , 

share d betwee n A  an d B . 

unmediatel y contras t  wit h a  belie f  share d betwee n th e 
agents . 

hi  th e secon d stage ,  childre n lear n t o perfor m mor e subtl e 
inferences ,  unti l  the y reac h th e level s o f  indirec t  iron y 
(comple x irony )  reveale d b y experimenta l  dat a (se e Figur e 
2) .  Comple x ironie s requir e a  serie s o f  inference s t o detec t 
thei r  contras t  wit h th e belie f  sliare d b y th e agents . 

acto r  A  utteranc e q  (  =>p ) 

Shared y^g not-p 

backgroun d knowledg e 

Figur e 2 .  Acto r  A  expresse s th e ironi c utteranc e q 
whic h imphe s th e belie f  p ,  whic h contrast s wit h th e 

belie f  not-p ,  share d betwee n A  an d B . 

4.2 Simple and Complex Deceits 

Pemer  (1991 )  claim s tha t  a  decei t  i s  a n actor' s intentiona l 
attemp t  t o manipulat e a  partner' s menta l  state :  th e actor' s 
goa l  I S t o induc e th e partne r  t o believ e somethin g wron g 
abou t  reality .  H e call s instea d pscuclo-lie s interaction s lik e 
th e followin g on e 

[3] Mother: Did you finish the chocolate? 
Cluld :  N o ,  I t  ha s bee n Ben . 

In Pemer's view, in this case, what the child is really 
aimin g a t  i s  no t  t o manipulat e th e mother' s behefs ,  bu t  t o 
avoi d a  disagreeabl e consequence ,  i  e. ,  t o b e rebuked . 
Busse y (1992 )  an d Lewis ,  Stange r  an d Sulliva n (1989 ) 
foun d tha t  childre n star t  t o us e lie s a s a  mean s t o escap e a 
disagreeabl e consequenc e fro m 3  year s o f  ag e on .  Leekma n 
(1992 )  state s tha t  th e lia r  aim s a t  th e achievemen t  o f  som e 
goa l  b y sayin g somethin g tha t  sh e know s o r  believe s i s 
false .  I n he r  view ,  ther e ar e progressiv e step s i n th e structur e 
of  a  lie/deceit .  A t  th e firs t  one ,  th e actor' s intentio n i s t o 
affec t  th e listener' s behavior ,  an d onl y a t  th e followin g one s 
her  intentio n i s t o affec t  th e listener' s beliefs . 

Peski n (1996 )  claim s that ,  i n orde r  t o pla n o r  understan d 
a deceit ,  i t  i s  necessar y tha t  th e speake r  take s a s share d 
somethin g sh e doe s no t  reall y believe ,  an d tha t  th e heare r 
comes thu s t o hol d a  fals e belief .  H e conclude s tha t  whil e 3 -
year-old s understan d th e former,  onl y 4  year s ol d understan d 
th e latter ,  i  e  th e deceptiv e purpos e o f  th e actor . 

Airent i  e t  al .  (1993b )  defin e a  decei t  a s a  premeditate d 
ruptur e o f  lli e rule s governin g sinccnl y i n th e behavio r  gam e 
at  play .  Deceivin g require s th e acto r  t o brea k th e rul e o f 
sincerit y an d t o construc t  a  suitabl e strateg y t o successfull y 
modif y th e partner' s knowledge .  Fo r  example ,  th e actor , 
whil e privatel y believin g tha t  p  i s false ,  trie s t o convinc e 
th e partne r  tha t  p  i s  true .  I f  thi s attemp t  succeeds ,  th e 
partne r  wil l  believ e p  t o b e share d wit h th e actor . 

I n ou r  vie w an y kin d o f  deceit ,  lie s included ,  ar e attempt s 
t o modif y a  partner' s menta l  state .  Thei r  difficult y o f 
comprehension ,  an d production ,  ca n var y accordin g t o th e 
complexit y o f  th e agent' s menta l  state s involve d int o th e 
representatio n o f  th e deceit .  S o m e deceitfu l  speec h act s ar e 
simpl e becaus e the y consis t  i n a n utteranc e (p )  whic h denie s 
somethin g {not-p) ,  tha t  woul d allo w th e partne r  t o 
immediatel y refe r  t o th e g a m e tha t  th e acto r  wishe s t o 
concea l  fro m th e partne r  (Figiu- e 3) . 

Acto r  A 

Privat e belief ; 
not- p 

Partne r  B 

utterance p 

Shared B A P 

backgroun d knowledg e 

Figur e 3 .  Acto r  A  plan s t o deceiv e th e partne r  B .  Whil e 
believin g not-p ,  A  trie s t o induc e B  t o consider/ j  a s 

share d wit h her . 

A complex deceitful speech act consists instead in a 
communicativ e ac t  (</ )  w luc h implie s a  belie f  (p) ,  tha t  lead s 
th e partne r  t o a  differen t  g a m e fro m th e on e h e woul d reach , 
i f  h e ha d acces s t o th e actor' s privat e belie f  {not-p) ,  (Figur e 
4) .  Thus ,  al l  deceit s d o no t  hav e th e sam e complexity ;  thei r 
difficulty ,  bot h i n productio n an d i n comprehension , 
depend s o n th e numbe r  o f  inference s necessar y t o refe r  th e 
utteranc e t o th e g a m e bi d b y th e acto r  Indeed ,  i n orde r  t o 
perfor m o r  t o discove r  a  comple x deceit ,  th e partne r  ha s t o 
conside r  furthe r  element s beside s th e truthfulnes s o f  th e 
utterance .  Althoug h ther e i s n o theoretica l  limi t  t o th e 
complexit y o f  a  deceitfu l  situation ,  people' s workin g 
m e m o ry ca n handlin g onl y a  limite d numbe r  o f  boxings . 

What makes ironies different from deceits? Why should 
th e utteranc e tha t  no t  p  b e considere d eithe r  ironi c o r 

Acto r  A 

rivat e belief : 
not- p 

Partne r  B 

utterance q (:^ p) 

Share d 3  / ^  p 

backgroun d knowledg e 

Figur e 4 .  Acto r  A  plan s t o deceiv e th e partne r  B . 
Whil e believin g not-p ,  A  trie s t o induc e B  t o 

believ e q ,  wloic h implies  p .  Tli e goa l  i s  t o induc e 
th e partne r  t o consider/ ? a s share d wit h A . 
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deceitful ,  give n th e actor' s belie f  tlia t  /? ? Iron y differ s fro m 
decei t  becaus e th e acto r  take s a s share d wit h th e partne r  a 
belie f  tha t  contrast s wit h th e ironi c utteranc e (se e als o 
Sullivan ,  Winne r  &  Hopfield ,  1995) ,  vvlul e i n th e decei t  lii c 
acto r  doe s no t  shar e wit h th e partne r  he r  privat e belief . 
Thus ,  th e sam e utteranc e ca n b e considere d a t  th e sam e tim e 
an iron y o r  a  deceit :  i t  depend s o n wha t  th e acto r  i s sharin g 
wit h th e partner . 

Accordin g t o ou r  proposa l  lie s ar e simpl e deceits ;  the y ar e 
intentiona l  message s aime d a t  deceivin g (se e als o Bok , 
1978) .  Thus ,  w e agre e wit h Sodia n (1991 )  when ,  i n hi s 
terminology ,  h e consider s lie s a s easie r  tha n deceit s b y 
definition .  However ,  lie s ar e easie r  tha n decei t  fo r  a  differen t 
reaso n tha n tha t  hypothesize d b y Leekma n (1992 )  o r  Peme r 
(1991) .  W e assum e a  singl e cathegor y o f  deceit ,  whiti n 
whic h ther e ar e lies ,  whos e goa l  i s  th e modificatio n o f  th e 
partner' s menta l  stat e a s well .  Th e crucia l  poin t  i s  tha t  no t 
al l  deceit s hav e th e sam e complexity :  lie s ar e th e simples t 
ones . 

Thus ,  i f  th e increasin g capacit y t o construc t  an d 
manipulat e comple x representation s i s involve d i n th e 
emergenc e o f  comple x deceits ,  w e woul d predic t  tha t  a 
deceptiv e tas k ca n b e mad e easie r  b y reducin g th e numbe r  o f 
characters ,  episodes ,  an d scene s an d b y includin g a  contex t 
of  deception .  Actually ,  Sullivan ,  Zaitchi k an d Tager -
Flusber g (1994 )  carr y ou t  a n experimen t  o n preschooler s 
and kindergarten s an d confir m tlu s prediction .  Moreover , 
Russell ,  Jarrol d an d Pote l  (1995 )  fin d tha t  executiv e 
requirement s pla y a  majo r  rol e i n makin g comple x 
deceptio n har d fo r  childre n a s youn g a s 3  years :  whe n th e 
opponen t  i s remove d fro m a  tes t  o f  comple x deceptio n th e 
divergenc e betwee n th e performanc e o f  3-year-old s an d 4 -
year-old s remain s essentiall y  unaffected .  Th e author s clai m 
tha t  3-year-olds '  difficult y wit h comple x deceptio n i s no t 
cause d b y a n inabilit y  t o conceiv e o f  implantin g fals e behef s 
int o anothe r  person' s mind :  th e reaso n fo r  th e poo r 
performanc e shoul d b e th e cognitiv e loa d require d b y 
comple x deceits . 

Also ,  a s th e abilit y  t o conceiv e o f  comple x 
representation s doe s increas e wit h th e age ,  w e woul d als o 
expec t  tha t  childre n becom e bette r  mendaciou s a s the y gro w 
up.  Thi s predictio n i s confirme d b y Leekma n (1992 )  an d 
Peski n (1996) ;  the y fin d tha t  onl y 7  year s old s ar e goo d 
mendacious . 

5. Conclusions 

We hav e suggeste d tha t  th e classica l  distinctio n mad e i n 
literatur e betwee n direc t  an d indirec t  speec h act s shoul d b e 
abandone d i n favou r  o f  th e mor e genera l  distinctio n betwee n 
simpl e an d comple x speec h acts .  Th e latte r  distinctio n 
applie s no t  onl y t o standar d communicativ e acts ,  bu t  als o 
t o no n standar d act s suc h a s ironie s an d deceits .  Th e 
e.xpenmenta l  evidenc e i n th e ps>'chologica l  literatur e i s i n 
favou r  o f  th e existenc e o f  simpl e an d comple x speec h act s 
withi n differen t  pragmati c phenomena . 
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