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THE ROLE O F INTERPERSONAL GAMES I N PERLOCUTIONARY ACT S 

Gabriell a Airenti ' ,  Brun o G .  Bara* ,  Marc o Colombetti ' ' 

*Unita di ricerca di intelligenza artificiale, Universita di 
Milan o 

•'Progetto di intelligenza artificiale, Politecnico di Milano 

Abstrac t 

The analysis of perlocutionary acts is a fundamental component 
fo r  a  theor y o f  huma n communicatio n whic h account s fo r  th e 
respons e o f  interactin g subjects .  We introduc e tw o knowledg e 
structures ,  namel y game s an d contracts ,  whic h ar e use d b y th e 
menta l  processe s underlyin g perlocutionar y acts .  We presen t  ou r 
model  throug h th e discussio n o f  a n exampl e o f  game ;  i n particula r 
we focu s o n th e proble m o f  shiftin g fro m th e want s o f  th e acto r 
t o th e want s o f  th e partner . 

1 . Introduction 

Cohen and Perrault (1979) and Perrault and Allen (1980) propose 
a forma l  mode l  o f  illocutionar y acts ,  base d o n speec h ac t  theor y 
as develope d b y Searl e (1969) .  Startin g fro m thes e results ,  w e 
sugges t  a  mode l  o f  perlocutionar y act s i n orde r  t o explain : 
(i )  ho w a n acto r  A  plan s speec h act s t o obtai n a  specifi c  respons e 
fro m a  partne r  P ,  an d (ii )  ho w P  decide s t o produc e a  response . 
Our  interes t  her e i s wit h poin t  ( i) . 

Followin g Cohe n an d Perraul t  (1979 )  w e assum e that : 
-  A  perform s a n illocutionar y ac t  whos e effec t  i s  P' s recognitio n 

of  A' s wan t  tha t  P  perform s a  specifi c  actio n tt ; 
-  a  proces s calle d CAUSE-TO-WANT i s triggere d b y th e illocutionar y 

effec t  an d generate s th e perlocutionar y effec t  tha t  P  want s t o 
perfor m tt . 

The mai n poin t  her e i s tha t  th e proces s CAUSE-TO-WANT actuate s 
th e transitio n fro m A' s want s t o P' s wants .  When bot h A  an d P  ar e 
human systems ,  thi s transitio n deserve s a  furthe r  investigation . 
We clai m tha t  withi n a  cognitiv e syste m a  wan t  ca n onl y b e 
generated : 
-  b y a  knowledg e structur e o f  th e kin d o f  Schan k an d Abelson' s 

lif e theme s (1977) ; 
-  a s a  subwan t  o f  a  previousl y existin g want . 
I n th e followin g w e shal l  introduc e tw o knowledg e structures , 
namel y game s an d contracts ,  a s usefu l  tool s fo r  a  theor y o f 
human communicatio n whic h provide s fo r  a n adequat e treatmen t  o f 
want  generation . 



2.  Games i n perlocutio n 

The mental processes underlying perlocutionary acts make use of 
knowledg e structure s tha t  w e cal l  contract s an d games . 

A contrac t  i s  a  cluste r  o f  action s involvin g tw o actors .  When 
th e contrac t  i s  activate d th e tw o actor s mutuall y assum e th e 
obligatio n t o perfor m thei r  role s (se e Airenti ,  Bar a an d Colombet -
t i ,  1983) . 

A gam e describe s th e interaction s o f  tw o actor s (th e players) , 
as regulate d b y script s withi n a  specifi c  context .  Th e us e o f  a 
game fo r  plannin g perlocutionar y act s wil l  b e illustrate d b y th e 
followin g example ,  i n whic h w e reconstruc t  th e proces s o f  pla n 
formatio n o f  a n acto r  A .  Le t  u s suppos e tha t  A  want s t o b e drive n 
t o a  locatio n L C b y a  partne r  P ;  t o fi x  th e context ,  le t  u s assum e 
tha t  A  i s a  gues t  i n P' s house . 

To reac h hi s goa l  A  mus t  caus e P  t o wan t  t o perfor m hi s role . 
We reduc e suc h a  CAUSE-TO-WANT actio n to :  (i )  thre e inferences , 
made possibl e b y a  script ,  a  gam e an d a  theme ;  (ii )  a  CONVINCE 
actio n (se e Fig .  1 ,  wher e a  slot-fille r  formalis m ha s bee n 
adopted :  symbol s i n capital s ar e constants ,  smal l  singl e letter s 
ar e var iables) . 

The firs t  inferenc e i s base d o n th e scrip t  GIVE-A-LIFT ;  i t 
lead s t o assum e th e driver' s want ,  PARTICIPATE-IN-SCRIPT ,  a s a 
conditio n o f  th e driver' s wan t  DRIVE-VEHICLE .  Th e us e o f  a  scrip t 
i n thi s kin d o f  inferenc e i s tha t  i f  a n acto r  want s t o participat e 
i n th e script ,  the n h e want s t o perfor m th e actio n assigne d t o hi m 
i n th e script .  Th e secon d inferenc e i s base d o n th e gam e A-GUEST -
P-HOST;  i t  lead s t o assum e P' s wan t  t o PARTICIPATE-IN-GAM E a s a 
conditio n o f  P' s wan t  t o PARTICIPATE-IN-SCRIPT .  Th e introductio n 
of  th e concep t  o f  gam e ha s th e ai m o f  providin g a  motivatio n fo r 
an acto r  t o participat e i n a  scrip t  withi n a  specifi c  context . 
Contrar y t o scripts ,  game s ar e define d fo r  tw o particula r  players . 
We assum e a  principl e o f  interactio n whic h represent s th e subjects ' 
nee d o f  participatin g i n interpersona l  games .  Thi s principl e i s 
realize d throug h th e them e INTERACTION ,  whic h allow s A  t o dra w th e 
thir d inference .  Thi s lead s t o assum e A' s wan t  t o PARTICIPATE-IN -
GAME a s a  conditio n o f  P' s wan t  t o d o th e same .  Th e majo r  poin t 
her e i s th e shif t  fro m th e actor' s wan t  t o th e partner' s want . 

The thre e inferenc e step s lea d t o a  formul a whic h i s th e 
effec t  o f  a  CONVINCE perlocutionar y act ,  detaile d i n Fig .  2 .  We 
reduc e th e CONVINCE actio n t o a n inferenc e an d t o th e firs t 
actio n o f  th e scrip t  GIVE-A-LIFT .  Th e inferenc e i s mad e possibl e 
agai n b y th e gam e A-GUEST-P-HOST .  It s meanin g i s tha t  a n acto r  i s 
suppose d t o participat e i n a  gam e i f  h e manifest s hi s intentio n 
t o participat e i n a  scrip t  belongin g t o tha t  game ,  withi n it s 
applicabilit y  context .  Eventually ,  A' s intentio n t o participat e 
i n th e scrip t  ca n b e deduce d fro m th e fac t  tha t  A  perform s th e 
firs t  actio n mentione d i n th e scrip t  (i n thi s cas e th e request) . 
Thi s amount s t o assum e tha t  th e executio n o f  th e firs t  actio n 
count s fo r  a n openin g mov e o f  th e correspondin g game . 
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The give n analysi s model s th e proces s use d b y A  t o pla n a 
perlocutionar y ac t  throug h a  game .  Th e sam e resul t  coul d b e 
obtaine d vi a a  shortcu t  b y assumin g tha t  A' s reques t  directl y 
generate s P' s wan t  t o perfor m th e DRIVE-VEHICL E action .  Th e ful l 
proces s i s howeve r  necessar y t o accoun t  for : 
-  deceit :  a n acto r  ma y mak e th e firs t  mov e o f  th e scrip t  i n orde r 

t o convinc e a  partne r  t o pla y hi s role ,  withou t  havin g th e 
intentio n t o pla y hi s ow n rol e fully ; 

-  failur e recovery :  whe n A  execute s hi s plan ,  a  failur e ma y occu r 
at  an y point ;  th e complet e pla n allow s A  t o recove r  fro m th e 
failur e b y partia l  replanning . 

To giv e a n exampl e o f  failur e recovery ,  le t  u s suppos e tha t  th e 
acto r  A  receive s n o answe r  t o hi s request ;  b y usin g onl y th e 
shortcut ,  A  woul d hav e n o possibilit y  bu t  givin g u p o r  repeatin g 
th e sam e request .  O n th e contrary ,  throug h th e analysi s o f  th e 
complet e pla n give n i n Figs .  1  an d 2 ,  A  i s abl e t o mak e a  gues s 
abou t  th e failur e point ,  an d t o partiall y  replan .  Possibl e failure s 
coul d occu r  i n connectio n wit h an y o f  th e knowledg e structure s 
involved ,  namel y th e script ,  th e game ,  th e theme .  Fo r  instance ,  A 
may assum e tha t  th e scrip t  GIVE-A-LIF T i s no t  par t  o f  th e gam e 
A-GUEST-P-HOST fo r  hi s partne r  P .  I n thi s case ,  A  replan s hi s 
perlocutionar y ac t  tryin g t o replac e th e scrip t  GIVE-A-LIF T wit h 
anothe r  scrip t  associate d t o th e sam e gam e o r  t o a  differen t  one . 
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3.  Discussio n 

To explain how an actor plans speech acts to obtain a response 
fro m a  partne r  i s a  relevan t  questio n fo r  cognitiv e modell ing . 
The mode l  w e presen t  coul d serv e a s a  basi s fo r  a n artificia l 
syste m abl e t o pla n perlocutionar y act s takin g int o accoun t 
possibl e failur e recoverie s an d deceits . 

Moreover ,  ou r  proposa l  seem s t o provid e a  firs t  psychologicall y 
adequat e explanatio n o f  th e cognitiv e processe s necessaril y 
involve d i n th e productio n o f  perlocutionar y acts .  I n particular , 
we believ e tha t  a  knowledg e structur e lik e th e gam e i s neede d t o 
explai n th e transitio n fro m a n actor' s wan t  tha t  a  partne r 
perform s a n actio n n  t o th e partner' s wan t  t o perfor m rr .  Suc h 
a transitio n ha s bee n reconducte d t o a  basi c principl e o f 
interaction ,  whic h i s assume d t o provid e fo r  th e motivatio n o f 
action . 
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