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T h e Rol e o f  Theor y o f  M i n d an d Deonti c Reasonin g 

i n th e Evolutio n o f  Deceptio n 

Mauro Adenzato (adenzato@psych.unito.it) 

Rit a B .  Ardit o (ardito@psych.unito.it ) 

Center for Cognitive Science 

Universit y o f  Turi n 

vi a Lagrange ,  3  1012 3 Torino ,  Ital y 

Abstrac t 

Modern Darwinist perspective enables to deal with the study of 
severa l  huma n phenomena ,  on e o f  whic h i s deception ,  tha t  w e 
defin e a s a  behaviou r  unfolde d wit h th e deliberat e intentio n o f 
producin g o r  sustainin g a  stat e o f  ignoranc e o r  fals e belie f  i n 
anothe r  person .  Evolutionar y Psychology ,  a n emergin g are a insid e 
Cognitiv e Science ,  represent s a  promisin g conceptua l  approac h t o 
th e stud y o f  deception .  Accordin g t o it ,  knowledg e o n huma n 
min d ca n b e improve d b y understandin g th e processe s which , 
durin g evolution ,  shape d it s architecture .  Thi s wor k trace s bac k t o 
th e Evolutionar y Psycholog y argument s (fo r  a  revie w se e 
Cosmide s &  Tooby ,  1987 ;  Barkow ,  Cosmide s &  Tooby ,  1992 ; 
Buss ,  1995 ;  1999 )  an d develop s th e hypothesi s tha t  deceptio n i s a 
behaviou r  underpinne d b y tw o psychologica l  mechanism s tha t 
evolve d i n respons e t o problem s pose d b y grou p living :  th e theor y 
of  min d an d deonti c reasoning . 

1. Basic Assumptions of Evolutionary 

P s y c h o l o g y 

Accordin g t o evolutionar y psychologists ,  i t  i s  possibl e t o 

increas e ou r  knowledg e o f  th e h u m a n min d throug h a n 

understandin g o f  th e processe s tha t  i n th e cours e o f 

phylogenesi s hav e modelle d it s architecture .  Thi s i n fac t 

means t o construc t  theorie s regardin g th e selectiv e 

pressure s tha t  hav e recurringl y acte d throughou t  th e histor y 

of  ou r  evolution ,  s o a s t o b e abl e t o formulat e hypothese s 

fo r  th e architectur e o f  th e h u m a n mind ,  considerin g i t  a s 

th e resul t  o f  thos e pressures .  Th e selectiv e pressure s tha t 

hav e accompanie d ou r  evolutio n ca n b e see n a s adaptiv e 

problems ,  tha t  favourabl y selec t  thos e individual s tha t  hav e 

develope d mechanism s capabl e o f  generatin g response s t o 

them .  A m o n g th e adaptiv e problem s tha t  hav e bee n 

necessar y t o confron t  are ,  fo r  example ,  th e choic e o f  sexua l 

partner ,  communicatio n wit h othe r  member s o f  th e group , 

th e defenc e o f  progen y agains t  predator s an d th e 

recognitio n o f  deceptio n i n socia l  exchanges . 

A centra l  assumptio n o f  Evolutionar y Psycholog y i s tha t 

ther e i s a  universa l  h u m a n natur e t o b e sough t  amon g th e 

bod y o f  psychologica l  mechanism s tha t  shap e ou r  cognitiv e 

architectur e an d tha t  thes e mechanism s constitut e th e basi s 

of  ou r  behaviour .  O n e o f  th e goal s pursue d b y Evolutionar y 

Psycholog y i s t o furnis h a  functiona l  explanatio n o f  thes e 

psychologica l  mechanisms ,  b y seekin g t o comprehen d th e 

selectiv e pressure s encountere d b y ou r  ancestors ,  t o whic h 

the y ar e a  response .  B y unitin g Cognitiv e Psycholog y wit h 

Evolutionar y Biology ,  Evolutionar y Psycholog y attempt s t o 

demonstrat e tha t  th e h u m a n min d i s a  comple x syste m 

compose d o f  a  finit e numbe r  o f  mechanisms ,  eac h o f  whic h 

havin g bee n shape d b y natura l  selectio n t o favou r 

individua l  surviva l  throug h th e exercis e o f  a  particula r 

functio n (Symons ,  1992) .  Evolutionar y Psycholog y howeve r 

goe s wel l  beyon d th e notio n o f  th e innat e an d acquire d 

patrimonie s a s reciprocall y irreducibl e ontogeneti c 

dimensions ,  t o focu s it s particula r  attentio n o n th e comple x 

causa l  relation s extan t  betwee n selectiv e pressure s an d 

psychologica l  mechanisms ,  an d betwee n thes e latte r  an d 

behaviour . 

W h at  th e evolutionar y psychologist s maintai n i s tha t  th e 

fe w ten s o f  thousand s o f  year s whic h hav e passe d sinc e th e 

appearanc e o f  m a n i n hi s moder n form ,  whic h appearanc e 

has bee n trace d t o a  tim e betwee n 10 0 an d 20 0 thousan d 

year s ag o (Horai ,  Hayasaka ,  K o n d o e t  al. ,  1995) ,  ar e almos t 

irrelevan t  wit h respec t  t o th e mor e tha n tw o millio n year s 

tha t  individual s o f  genu s H o m o live d wit h a  socia l 

organizatio n an d a  lifestyl e ver y differen t  fro m thos e 

curren t  today .  Consequently ,  th e hypothesi s ca n b e 

advance d tha t  i t  i s  no t  possibl e t o full y comprehen d th e 

natur e o f  an y give n psychologica l  mechanis m withou t 

referrin g t o th e typ e o f  lif e th e individual s o f  ou r  genu s 

conducte d durin g th e Pleistocene ,  th e lif e o f  hunter -

gatherer s o f  th e savanna h an d th e prairie . 

Sinc e h u m a n min d i s  th e produc t  o f  a  slo w process ,  i t 

woul d see m reasonabl e t o exclud e th e possibilit y o f  it s 

havin g evolve d i n respons e t o th e condition s o f  lif e an d 

environmen t  tha t  m a n ha s ha d t o confron t  i n recen t  times . 

I n fact ,  thes e condition s represen t  onl y a  fractio n o f  ou r 

evolutionar y histor y an d th e condition s prevailin g durin g 

th e cours e o f  ou r  phylogenesi s wer e ver y different . 
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Regardin g socia l  organization ,  fo r  example ,  w c icno w tha t 

genu s H o m o spen t  mor e tha n 9 9 % o f  hi s evolutio n i n 

group s m a d e u p o f  a  numbe r  o f  member s varyin g fro m SO-

SO t o 200-300 .  Thes e group s o f  individuals ,  organize d int o 

tru e band s o f  hunter-gatherers ,  wer e th e prevalen t  typ e o f 

socia l  organizatio n unti l  abou t  10,00 0 year s ag o (wel l  afte r 

th e appearanc e o f  moder n m a n )  whe n w e se e th e 

beginning s o f  th e progressiv e propagatio n o f  a  ne w 

relationshi p wit h th e environment .  Thi s ne w relationshi p 

consolidate d itsel f  onl y withi n th e las t  5,00 0 year s 

(Diamond ,  1997) ,  leadin g t o a n econom y base d o n 

agricultur e an d anima l  raising ,  an d t o a  socia l  organizatio n 

evermor e characterize d b y th e creatio n o f  stabl e an d 

populou s urba n nuclei . 

Thes e consideration s ai d i n understandin g th e reason s 

w hy w e canno t  expec t  ou r  mind s t o hav e evolve d 

mechanism s capabl e o f  confrontin g th e problem s whic h 

aros e followin g th e appearanc e o f  agriculture ,  le t  alon e 

thos e arisin g a s a  consequenc e o f  industrialization ,  an d 

the y clearl y signa l  th e necessit y fo r  researc h int o th e styl e 

of  lif e an d th e selectiv e pressure s tha t  accompanie d th e 

evolutio n o f  ou r  specie s fo r  ove r  tw o millio n years . 

2. Deception in the Perspective of 

E v o l u t i o n a r y P s y c h o l o g y 

Evolutionar y Psycholog y suggest s tha t  a  serie s o f 

psychologica l  mechanism s underpin s h u m a n behaviour . 

Sinc e thi s i s vali d a s wel l  fo r  deception ,  a  satisfactor y 

explanatio n o f  thi s phenomeno n mus t  b e abl e t o generat e 

falsifiabl e hypothese s a s t o natur e o f  th e psychologica l 

mechanism s a t  it s  base .  A s ha s bee n previousl y explained , 

psychologica l  mechanism s ca n b e interprete d a s structure s 

tha t  evolve d t o resolv e th e adaptiv e problem s face d b y ou r 

ancestra l  forebears .  A s such ,  i n orde r  t o identif y th e 

mechanism s underpinnin g deceptio n w e mus t  first  as k 

unde r  wha t  selectiv e pressure s the y evolved .  I n othe r  words , 

we mus t  singl e ou t  th e adaptiv e proble m t o whic h deceptio n 

-o r  mor e precisel y th e mechanism s permittin g it s actuation -

i s a  response . 

Our  hypothesi s i s twofold :  (a) ,  tha t  deceptio n i s a 

behaviou r  underpinne d b y tw o psychologica l  mechanism s 

tha t  evolve d i n respons e t o problem s pose d b y grou p living , 

th e theor y o f  min d an d deonti c reasoning ;  an d (b) ,  tha t 

deceptio n i s a  behaviou r  abl e t o confron t  on e specifi c 

proble m a m o n g others :  th e proble m o f  th e constraint s 

impose d b y th e grou p o n th e individual .  Thi s constraint s 

limi t  individua l  possibilitie s o f  achievin g persona l  goals . 

Th e hypothesi s thu s presente d underscore s h o w th e correc t 

interpretatio n o f  deceptio n behaviou r  ca n emerg e clearl y 

onl y throug h consideratio n o f  th e comple x socia l 

organizatio n tha t  characterize d th e evolutionar y histor y o f 

genu s H o m o (Adenzato ,  1998 ;  Adenzat o &  Ardito ,  1998 ; 

Adenzat o &  Bara ,  1999) . 

Th e hypothesi s tha t  som e aspect s o f  huma n cognitiv e 

architectur e ca n hav e evolve d i n respons e t o problem s 

pose d b y socialit y ha s bee n ye t  authoritativel y sustaine d b y 

othe r  researchers .  Accordin g t o th e hypothesi s o f  th e Socia l 

Origi n o f  th e Mind ,  th e increas e i n cerebra l  mas s an d th e 

consequen t  developmen t  o f  cognitiv e capacit y ar e adaptiv e 

trait s tha t  primate s evolve d i n respons e t o th e complexitie s 

of  socia l  life .  A t  th e bas e o f  thi s hypothesis ,  advance d i n it s 

most  explici t  for m b y Humphre y (1976) ,  bu t  alread y 

delineate d year s befor e b y Chanc e an d M e a d (1953 )  an d 

Joll y  (1966) ,  i s  th e observatio n tha t  th e socia l  world ,  fo r  th e 

challenge s i t  pose s t o th e individual ,  i s  mor e comple x tha n 

th e physica l  one ,  whic h instea d i s normall y mor e 

predictable .  Durin g th e cours e o f  evolutio n ther e woul d 

therefor e hav e bee n stronge r  selectiv e pressure s fo r 

mechanism s capabl e o f  resolvin g problem s pose d b y grou p 

livin g tha n fo r  thos e operatin g i n respons e t o th e physica l 

world . 

O ne o f  th e mos t  interestin g development s o f  th e 

hypothesi s o f  th e socia l  organizatio n o f  intelligenc e i s th e 

concep t  o f  "Machiavellia n intelligence" ,  propose d b y Byrn e 

and White n (1988) .  Thi s term ,  inspire d b y th e Florentin e 

tuto r  o f  deceitfu l  politicians ,  refer s t o th e fac t  tha t  amon g 

socia l  primate s intelligenc e i s ofte n use d t o deliberatel y 

manipulat e an d exploi t  othe r  member s o f  th e group .  A 

socia l  primat e thu s demonstrate s it s possessio n o f  profoun d 

knowledg e o f  bot h th e comple x networ k o f  relationshi p 

linkin g th e member s o f  th e grou p an d th e particula r 

characteristic s o f  eac h individua l  (d e Waal ,  1982 ;  Chene y 

& Seyfarth ,  1990) .  Machiavellia n intelligenc e i s manifeste d 

i n it s cleares t  for m i n th e capabilit y  i t  confer s upo n 

individua l  primate s t o utiliz e suc h knowledg e i n orde r  t o 

increas e thei r  reproductiv e success ,  o r  t o for m alliance s 

wit h certai n individual s t o obtai n advantage s tha t  ar e t o th e 

detrimen t  o f  others . 

We maintai n tha t  th e selectiv e pressure s arisin g fro m th e 

comple x socia l  organizatio n tha t  accompanie d th e 

developmen t  o f  ou r  ancestra l  forebear s durin g th e cours e o f 

thei r  evolutionar y adaptatio n ar e th e basi s fo r  th e first 

psychologica l  mechanis m tha t  underpin s th e huma n 

capacit y t o deceive ,  th e theor y o f  mind . 

Havin g a  theor y o f  min d signifie s t o comprehen d tha t 

human being s ar e entitie s gifte d wit h menta l  state s suc h a s 

beliefs ,  desires ,  intentions ,  thought s an d tha t  thes e menta l 

state s ar e i n casua l  relationshi p wit h th e event s o f  th e 

physica l  world ,  i.e. ,  capabl e o f  bein g th e cause s a s wel l  a s 

th e effect s o f  thes e events .  Moreove r  i t  signifie s bein g abl e 

t o refe r  t o one' s o w n an d t o others '  mind s fo r  th e 

explanatio n an d predictio n o f  individua l  behaviou r  (Leslie , 

1987 ;  Astington ,  Harri s &  Olson ,  1988 ;  Wellman ,  1990 ; 

Povinell i  &  Preuss ,  1995) .  A  disturbe d developmen t  o f  th e 

theor y o f  min d ha s bee n associate d wit h th e syndrom e o f 

autis m (Baron-Cohen ,  Lesli e &  U .  Frith ,  1985 ;  Baron -

Cohen ,  1995 )  whil e it s deterioratio n a t  a n advance d stag e 

has bee n connecte d wit h certai n schizophreni c 

manifestation s ( C D .  Frith ,  1992 ;  Corcoran ,  Merce r  &  C D . 

Frith ,  1995) . 
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I t  ha s bee n maintaine d tha t  th e appearanc e o f  th e theor y 

of  min d durin g th e childhoo d o f  ou r  specie s coincide s wit h 

th e attainmen t  o f  comprehensio n o f  fals e belie f 

Comprehensio n o f  a  fals e belie f  concern s th e capacit y o t  a 

subjec t  t o conside r  tha t  anothe r  perso n ca n hav e a  bclic l 

tha t  h e o r  sh e retain s t o b e tru e bu t  whic h th e subjec t  know s 

t o b e false .  I t  require s therefor e a n abilit y  t o represen t  t o 

onesel f  h o w another' s representatio n coincide s wit h reality . 

Experimenta l  result s i n th e literatur e see m t o sho w tha t 

comprehensio n o f  th e fals e belie f  appear s a t  th e ag e o f  thre e 

or  four .  Childre n reachin g thi s stag e o f  developmen t  ar e 

abl e no t  onl y t o understan d h o w anothe r  perso n ca n for m 

an erroneou s belie f  abou t  something ,  bu t  als o t o extrapolat e 

what  th e erroneou s belie f  wil l  b e an d wha t  effec t  i t  wil l 

hav e o n th e behaviou r  o f  it s  holde r  ( W i m m e r  &  Perner , 

1983 ;  Perner ,  1991) .  T h e mos t  importan t  resul t  o f  thi s 

acquisitio n fro m th e adaptiv e poin t  o f  vie w i s tha t  b y 

becomin g par t  o f  th e casua l  networ k o f  th e world ,  menta l 

state s becom e inferabl e an d reliable ,  an d a s suc h ca n b e 

explaine d an d predicted ,  o n th e basi s o f  suc h clue s a s 

persona l  behaviou r  an d th e element s o f  a  give n situation . 

Th e theor y o f  min d i s a  mechanis m withou t  whic h 

deceptio n i s impossible ,  fo r  tw o reason s a t  least .  First , 

becaus e lackin g suc h a  mechanis m a n individua l  i s  unabl e 

t o creat e a  stat e o f  fals e belie f  i n another ,  tha t  is ,  h e i s 

unabl e t o induc e th e othe r  t o believ e i n somethin g fals e 

becaus e h e canno t  creat e fo r  himsel f  a  satisfactor y 
representatio n o f  th e other' s beliefs ,  whic h i s a n obviou s 

impedimen t  t o th e manipulatio n o f  tha t  perso n wit h th e ai m 

of  deceivin g him .  Moreover ,  a n individua l  tha t  want s t o 

deceive ,  befor e concernin g himsel f  wit h th e creatio n o f  a 

fals e belie f  i n another ,  mus t  first  worr y abou t  convincin g 

tha t  perso n t o interac t  wit h him .  Withou t  a  theor y o f  min d 

however ,  i t  i s  no t  possibl e t o m a k e plausibl e inference s a s 

t o th e desires ,  th e belief s an d th e motivation s tha t  coul d 

induc e someon e t o participat e i n a n interactio n tha t  wil l 

revea l  itsel f  t o b e a  deception . 

I n th e existin g literatur e o n deception ,  attentio n ha s u p t o 

no w bee n concentrate d o n th e rol e playe d b y th e theor y o f 
mind .  Accordin g t o th e previousl y presente d hypothesi s 

however ,  th e theor y o f  min d i s no t  th e onl y mechanis m t o 

underpi n deceptio n behaviour .  A n evolutionar y readin g o f 

th e phenomeno n lead s u s t o suppos e tha t  besid e thi s 

psychologica l  mechanis m stand s another ,  tha t  o f  deonti c 

reasoning .  Th e evidenc e fo r  thi s come s fro m a 

consideratio n o f  th e typ e o f  socia l  organizatio n tha t 

accompanie d th e evolutio n o f  genu s H o m o ,  an d o f  th e kind s 

of  selectiv e pressure s tha t  suc h organizatio n brough t  t o 

bear . 

I t  i s  well-know n tha t  grou p living ,  whic h ha s 

characterize d th e cours e o f  developmen t  o f  genu s H o m o , 

guarantee s a  serie s o f  noteworth y advantages ;  a  join t 
defenc e agains t  predator s i s mor e effective ,  obtainin g 

otherwis e inaccessibl e foo d from  large r  pre y i s facilitated , 

and th e youn g ar e mor e highl y safeguarde d (Alexander , 

1974) .  I t  mus t  b e born e i n min d however ,  tha t  althoug h 

thes e benefit s ar e o f  clea r  importanc e t o th e surviva l  o f 

individua l  member s o f  th e group ,  onl y ver y rarel y ar e the y 

equitabl y distributed .  W h a t  i s normall y observe d i n anima l 

societie s i s tha t  acces s t o resources ,  whethe r  the y b e food , 

or  saf e place s t o sleep ,  o r  acces s t o sexua l  partners ,  i s 

regulate d b y a  hierarch y o f  domination ,  whic h m a y b e mor e 

or  les s rigi d accordin g t o th e species . 

Dominatio n hierarchie s determin e th e socia l  statu s o f 

eac h individua l  belongin g t o th e group ,  an d the y ca n b e 

see n a s a  scal e o f  ranks ,  withi n whic h th e individual s 

arrang e themselve s afte r  havin g confronte d eac h othe r  i n 

aggressiv e o r  ritualize d interactions .  T h e individua l  w h o 

hold s th e highes t  ran k i s th e on e t o w h o m fall s th e righ t  o f 

acces s t o th e bes t  o f  th e availabl e resources .  H e wil l  b e able , 

fo r  example ,  t o choos e th e riches t  place s fo r  eating ,  th e 

safes t  fo r  sleeping ,  an d hav e a  greate r  numbe r  o f  sexua l 

partner s (Clutton-Broc k &  Harvey ,  1976) .  T h e othe r 

individuals ,  i n thei r  turn ,  wil l  manag e th e remainin g 

resource s i n relatio n t o thei r  respectiv e position s i n th e 

hierarchy ,  wit h th e consequenc e tha t  thos e occupyin g th e 

lowe r  position s mus t  adap t  t o a n uncomfortabl e lif e i n 

whic h thei r  prospect s o f  reproductiv e succes s hav e bee n 

greatl y reduced .  A s such ,  th e hierarch y o f  dominatio n ca n 

be viewe d a s a  structur e capabl e o f  imposin g rule s o f  socia l 

conduc t  o n individual s an d influencin g individua l 

reproductiv e success ,  accordin g t o th e ran k attaine d b y th e 

individua l  i n questio n (Fedigan ,  1983 ;  Clutton-Brock , 

1988 ;  Chene y &  Seyfarth ,  1990) . 

A m o ng socia l  primates ,  th e dominatio n hierarch y i s a 

structur e whic h emerge s from  th e cooperativ e an d 

competitiv e relationship s tha t  develo p a m o n g member s o f 

th e group .  Managin g thes e relationship s adequatel y i s a 

primar y necessit y fo r  th e individua l  member s o f  a  socia l 

species ,  an d surel y durin g th e cours e o f  evolutio n ther e wa s 

a stron g selectiv e pressur e tha t  favoure d thos e individual s 

who,  a s a  resul t  o f  th e processe s o f  geneti c recombination , 

presente d cognitiv e structure s capabl e o f  drawin g th e 

m a x i m u m advantage s fro m th e comple x cooperativ e an d 

competitiv e interactions .  C u m m i n s (1996a ;  1996b ;  1996c ) 
has propose d tha t  th e capabilit y  o f  reasonin g deonticall y 

emerge d precisel y i n suc h a  way ,  an d tha t  deonti c 

reasonin g ca n b e considere d a s a n innat e mechanis m o f 

h u m an cognitiv e architecture . 

T o reaso n deonticall y mean s reasonin g regard s t o wha t  i s 

permitted ,  forbidden ,  o r  alternativel y obligator y wit h 

regard s t o othe r  individuals .  Lif e withi n a  hierarch y o f 

dominatio n require s individual s t o enlarg e continuousl y i n 

deonti c considerations ,  sinc e lowe r  ranke d individual s mus t 

decid e whethe r  t o commi t  themselve s t o forbidde n activitie s 

wit h th e aim s o f  fraudulentl y procurin g resources ,  an d 

highe r  ranke d individual s mus t  continuall y defen d thei r 

position s o f  privilege d acces s t o resources ,  whil e 

recognizin g an d punishin g others '  attempt s a t  deception . 

Deonti c reasonin g als o play s a n importan t  rol e i n 

establishin g alliances .  I f  a m o n g primate s th e individual' s 

socia l  statu s wer e determine d exclusivel y b y corporea l 



mass,  a s i t  i s  fo r  exampl e amon g elephan t  seal s wer e th e 

larges t  individual s invariabl y occup y th e highes t  place s i n 

th e hierarch y (L e Boeuf .  1974) ,  the n ther e woul d hav e bee n 

no nee d t o develo p a  capacit y fo r  deonti c reasoning ,  an d 

pur e physica l  forc e woul d hav e bee n enough .  Bu t  sinc e 

among primate s th e ran k o f  a n individua l  i s  determine d t o 

a grea t  degre e b y hi s abilit y  t o for m alliance s (d e Waal , 

1982 ;  Harcourt ,  1988 ;  Harcour t  &  d e Waal ,  1992) ,  deonti c 

reasonin g ha s bee n selected ,  becaus e i t  permit s contro l  ove r 

ho w th e contracte d obligation s o f  th e member s o f  th e 

coalitio n ar e respected . 

Accordin g t o th e hypothesi s her e presented ,  deonti c 

reasonin g play s a  determinin g rol e i n deception ,  fo r  withou t 

i t  deceptio n behaviou r  coul d no t  effectivel y articulat e itself . 

Th e importanc e o f  deonti c reasonin g t o th e capacit y t o 

deceiv e emerge s clearl y upo n consideratio n o f  th e relationa l 

dimensio n o f  deception .  I n fact ,  whe n i n a  give n situatio n 

an individua l  decide s tha t  deceptio n i s th e bes t  mean s o f 

achievin g a  give n objective ,  h e commit s itsel f  t o 

confrontin g a  situatio n o f  socia l  interactio n wit h on e o r 

mor e persons ,  an d fo r  th e deceptio n t o succee d th e deceive r 

must  b e abl e t o manag e suc h a  situation .  Th e deceive r  mus t 

kno w wha t  socia l  bond s an d rule s ti e hi m t o othe r 

individuals ,  wha t  h e ca n d o an d wha t  h e cannot ,  wha t  th e 

other s expec t  o f  hi m an d wha t  h e ca n expec t  o f  them ,  wha t 

obligation s h e mus t  kee p an d wher e h e ha s freedom  o f 

action .  Withou t  thi s bod y o f  knowledg e i t  woul d no t  b e 

possibl e t o deceive . 

Onl y whe n a  rul e i s know n i t  i s  possibl e intentionall y 

violat e it ,  an d i f  a n individua l  i s  unawar e o f  th e existenc e o f 

a rul e an d h e violate s it ,  h e i s no t  bein g deceitful ,  bu t  h e i s 

exposin g himsel f  t o a  situatio n wit h consequence s tha t  ar e 

unpredictabl e an d no t  ope n t o activ e influence .  If ,  fo r 

example ,  I  d o no t  realiz e tha t  th e w o m a n I  a m courtin g 

belong s t o th e chief ,  the n I  wil l  b e vulnerabl e t o retaliatio n 

withou t  knowin g th e reason ;  i f  instea d I  a m consciou s o f 

breakin g a  rul e the n i t  i s  possibl e fo r  m e t o manipulat e th e 

situatio n i n suc h a  wa y tha t  m y fraudulent  comportmen t  i n 

not  discovered .  Deceptio n behaviou r  a s such ,  basin g itsel f 

on a n individual' s socia l  knowledge ,  abilitie s an d alliances , 

give s hi m o r  he r  th e possibilit y  t o achiev e persona l  goals , 

and therefor e t o directl y o r  indirectl y influenc e hi s o r  he r 

probabilitie s o f  reproductiv e success . 

3. Some Testable Hypotheses 

Th e analysi s o f  deceptio n presente d i n thi s wor k lend s itsel f 

t o serie s o f  falsifiabl e predictions .  Firstly ,  i f  deceptio n i s 

effectivel y a  behaviou r  abl e t o affron t  th e problem s o f  socia l 

constraint s tha t  grou p livin g impose s upo n th e individual , 

the n i t  i s  possibl e t o predic t  tha t  it s  manifestatio n wil l  b e 

mor e probabl e i n situation s wher e socia l  obligations ,  status , 

and prohibition s ar e obstacle s t o th e achievemen t  o f 

persona l  goals .  W e ar e currentl y engage d i n a  detaile d 

stud y t o validat e thi s hypothesi s o n th e basi s o f  a n extensiv e 

dat a bas e o f  incident s o f  deceptio n behaviou r  draw n fro m 

natura l  situations ;  th e preliminar y result s ar e particularl y 

promising . 

Secondly ,  i f  i t  i s  correc t  t o affir m tha t  deceptio n 

behaviou r  i s base d o n th e theor y o f  min d an d deonti c 

reasoning ,  the n th e specifi c  lac k o f  thes e psychologica l 

mechanis m shoul d clearl y compromis e a n individual' s 

capacit y t o deceive .  A s regard s th e theor y o f  min d ther e ar e 

alread y studie s i n th e literatur e tha t  demonstrat e ho w 

autisti c subject s wh o ar e characterize d b y th e lac k o f  thi s 

particula r  mechanism ,  hav e a  significantl y diminishe d 

capacit y d o deceiv e (Oswal d &  Ollendick ,  1989 ;  Baron -

Cohen,  1992 ;  Sodia n &  U .  Firth ,  1992 ;  1993) .  Regardin g 

deonti c reasoning .  Brother s (1994 )  an d Damasi o (1994 ) 

cit e severa l  case s i n whic h a  specifi c  damag e t o fronta l 

lobe s i s associate d t o a  specifi c  impairment s o f  socia l 

reasoning ,  bu t  no t  wit h other s area s o f  cognition .  Th e 

consideration s mad e i n th e cours e o f  thi s wor k induc e u s t o 

predic t  tha t  a  subjec t  sufferin g o f  a  fronta l  syndrom e wil l  b e 

seen t o hav e difficult y demonstratin g a n adequat e capacit y 

t o deceiv e i n th e cours e o f  norma l  socia l  interactions .  W e 

hav e alread y construe d a  specifi c  tes t  fo r  t o explor e thi s 

hypothesi s i n tha t  w e ar e sur e tha t  studie s o f  suc h kin d 

canno t  hel p bu t  enric h th e field  o f  ou r  knowledge ,  an d th e 

futur e wil l  se e th e clinica l  stud y becom e a n eve r  mor e 

usefu l  tes t  benc h fo r  hypothese s develope d accordin g a n 

evolutionar y perspective . 

4. Conclusions 

The presen t  wor k woul d emphasiz e th e impossibilit y  o f 

studyin g deceptio n behaviou r  withou t  givin g du e 

consideratio n t o th e socia l  organizatio n tha t  ha s 

accompanie d th e evolutio n o f  genu s H o m o fo r  ove r  tw o 

million s years .  Onl y thank s t o suc h consideration s i t  i s 

possibl e t o recogniz e i n deonti c reasonin g a  psychologica l 

mechanis m indispensabl e t o deception .  Th e rol e o f  thi s 

mechanis m i n th e generatio n o f  deceptio n behaviou r  shoul d 

be studied ,  wit h a n attentio n equa l  t o tha t  whic h th e 

literatur e ha s unti l  no w justl y dedicate d t o th e theor y o f 

mind . 
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