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¥ J h d e r s t a n d i n g Stor ie s i n thei r  Soc ia l  C o n t e x t 

Eric Domeshek 

Yale University 

Departmen t  o f  Compute r  Scienc e 

N ew Haven ,  C T 06520-215 8 

Abstrac t 
Storie s concernin g multipl e agent s wit h inter -
actin g goal s an d plan s ar e difficul t  t o under -
stand ;  th e tas k ca n b e simplifie d however ,  i f 
a progra m i s give n sufficien t  knowledg e o f  so -
cia l  structures .  Representation s o f  socia l  as -
pect s o f  th e stor y ma y als o b e necessar y com -
ponent s o f  a  satisfactor y understandin g o f  th e 
story ;  here ,  w e conside r  th e distinction s whic h 
must  b e representabl e t o suppor t  th e tas k o f 
advice-givin g i n th e social-domain . 

Thi s pape r  elaborate s o n establishe d goa l 
taxonomie s i n orde r  t o captur e distinction s 
among goal s embedde d i n a  socia l  context ; 
thes e distinction s serv e bot h a s th e basi s fo r 
choosin g advic e an d a s inferentia l  shortcuts . 
I t  goe s o n t o explor e way s i n whic h suc h so -
cia l  goal s ca n b e predicte d fro m a  detaile d un -
derstandin g o f  th e convention s definin g socia l 
structure s linkin g th e variou s agents .  Social -
units ,  aocial-situaliona ,  an d triangle s ar e intro -
duce d a s conceptua l  structure s whic h organiz e 
interpersonal-themes .  Th e goal s predicte d b y 
thes e theme s provid e a  focu s fo r  motivationa l 
and impac t  inference s whic h woul d otherwis e 
be lacking .  Thes e an d relate d structure s als o 
allo w som e direc t  prediction s o f  actions ,  a s 
when a  social-situatio n provide s scripta l  spec -
ificatio n o f  actio n sequence s o r  whe n a  con -
trac t  underlyin g a  social-uni t  license s specifi c 
recourse s i n respons e t o obligatio n failures . 

I .  A B B Y th e A d v i c e Give r 

Stor y understandin g ha s progresse d fro m under -
standin g script y storie s [2] ,  [3] ,  t o simpl e pla n base d 

sequence s [14] ,  t o m o r e comple x storie s o f  multi -

pl e agent s wit h interactin g plan s an d goals .  Rel -
ativel y littl e attentio n ha s bee n pai d t o represent -

in g th e detail s o f  th e socia l  contex t  i n whic h th e 

agent s ac t  ou t  th e story ;  typically ,  program s eithe r 

assum e a  fixe d cas t  o f  character s wit h fixed  goa l 
structure s [l] ,  o r  limi t  th e rang e o f  possibl e rela -

tionship s a m o n g agent s [4] .  T h e firs t  approac h i s a n 
unrealisti c simplificatio n i n mos t  cases ;  th e secon d 

throw s awa y a  potentiall y  ric h sourc e o f  expecta -
tions . 

Embedd in g agent s i n a  socia l  contex t  shoul d 

jictuall y simplif y th e tas k o f  understandin g b y pro -
vidin g expectation s abou t  likel y goal s an d plans ; 

so lon g a s suc h expectation s ar e no t  consistentl y 
wrong ,  the y wil l  serv e t o effectivel y restric t  th e 

a m o u nt  o f  inferenc e require d t o m a k e sens e o f  th e 
story .  Furthermore ,  explici t  representatio n o f  th e 

story' s socia l  contex t  m a y actuall y for m a  neces -

sar y par t  o f  a  satisfactor y understandin g fo r  s o m e 
purpos e [11] . 

Thi s pape r  report s wor k don e i n th e contex t  o f 

th e A B B Y project .  A B B Y i s a  story-tellin g advice -

give r  fo r  th e socia l  domain .  N a m e d i n hono r  o f 
th e legendar y Abigai l  VanBeure n o f  th e syndicate d 
newspape r  co lum n Dea r  Abby ,  A B B Y reads *  storie s 

describin g lovelor n situation s an d respond s wit h ad -
vic e couche d i n th e for m o f  a  story .  Essentially , 
A B B Y i s hal f  o f  a  case-base d plannin g syste m [9] , 
[5] ,  [6 ]  — modelin g m e m o r y ,  proble m understand -

ing ,  an d cas e retrieval .  It s abilit y t o find  relevan t 

case s i n m e m o r y depend s o n a  ric h representatio n 
bot h o f  th e case s i n m e m o r y an d o f  th e inpu t  case . 

Thi s researc h wa s supporte d i n par t  b y th e Advance d 
Researc h Project s Agenc y o f  th e Departmen t  o f  Defens e an d 
monitore d b y th e Offic e o f  Nava l  Researc h unde r  contrac t 
N00014-85-K-0108 . 

'Lackin g a  parser ,  th e curren t  Implementatio n o f  A B B Y 
does no t  actuall y rea d anything ,  rathe r  i t  i s  give n a  repre -
sentatio n o f  th e inpu t  i n term s o f  suc h abstrac t  categorie s a s 
coul d easil y b e extracte d fro m a  natura l  languag e versio n o f 
th e story .  Tha t  i s t o sa y marriag e o f  a  ma n an d a  woman a s 
oppose d t o rushe d marriag e o f  frivolou a high-ichoo l  sweethearts . 
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Th e progra m operate s b y viewin g an y ne w inpu t 

as bein g lik e s o m e ^ h e r  situatio n i t  ha s alread y en -

countered ;  i t  sort s input s int o th e categorie s define d 

by it s experiences .  W h e n A B B Y tell s a  stor y a s ad -

vice ,  i t  i s no t  simpl y becaus e a  stor y i s a  goo d wa y 

t o communicat e a  poin t  (whic h i t  is) ,  bu t  becaus e 

tha t  pas t  experienc e contribute d significantl y t o it s 

understandin g o f  th e input . 

Conside r  thi s exampl e o f  a  stor y handle d b y 

ABBY: 

Dear  ABBY , 
My boyfriend ,  Joe ,  an d I  hav e bee n 

goin g togethe r  fo r  3  years ,  an d w e ar e 

jus t  abou t  t o graduat e fro m high-school . 

We lov e eac h othe r  mor e tha n anything , 

an d w e wan t  t o ge t  married .  M y par -

ents ,  though ,  sa y w e shoul d wai t  unti l  Jo e 

get s som e kin d o f  jo b an d save s u p enoug h 

money.  W e thin k tha t  sinc e w e lov e eac h 

othe r  w e shoul d b e together .  Job s an d 

money wil l  wor k themselve s out .  H o w ca n 

we convinc e ou r  parents ? 
-  Alread y Read y 

Appropriat e advic e fo r  thi s inpu t  coul d com e 

fro m a  remindin g o f  anothe r  cas e o f  rushe d marriag e 
of  high-schoo l  sweethearts . 

Dear  Alread y Ready , 

I  kne w a  couple ,  Brend a an d Eddie , 
w ho rushe d int o marriag e a s soo n a s the y 

got  out  o f  hig h school. ^  The y ha d bee n go -

in g togethe r  fo r  year s an d wer e th e mos t 

popula r  coupl e i n thei r  class .  Eve n so ,  ev -

eryon e tol d the m the y woul d neve r  mak e 
i t  i n marriage .  Al l  the y kne w abou t  wa s 

th e fu n the y ha d together .  Neithe r  on e 
ha d eve r  ha d t o wor k fo r  an y mor e tha n 

pocke t  money ;  earnin g enoug h t o bu y ga s 

an d malted s isn' t  th e sam e a s supportin g a 
household .  The y learne d tha t  fas t  enough . 

Thei r  marriag e laste d onl y a  fe w month s 

— jus t  abou t  a s lon g a s thei r  savings . 

-  ABB Y 

A B BY mus t  b e judge d o n th e qualit y o f  it s  re -

mindings .  Withi n th e paradig m o f  case-base d rea -

^This story is actually adapted from a song by Billy Joel, 
Scenes fro m a n Italia n Rettauran l  of f  fii s  albu m Th e Stranger . 
Thoug h I  don' t  thin k I'v e listene d t o i t  i n years ,  i n th e con -
tex t  o f  thi s work ,  I'v e latel y ha d troubl e keepin g i t  ou t  o f  m y 
head;  I  mentio n thi s t o credi t  Bill y  Joel ,  an d a s evidenc e o f 
how memorabl e a  goo d stor y ca n be . 

soning ,  expertis e result s fro m massiv e experience ; 

a memor y stocke d wit h problem s carryin g observe d 

or  generate d solution s provide s a  reasonabl e gues s 

at  a  goo d pla n i n an y ne w situation .  Thoug h th e 

curren t  implementatio n ha s bu t  o n th e orde r  o f  a 

hundre d case s i n memory ,  an d i s  onl y planne d t o 

contai n o n th e orde r  o f  a  thousan d cases ,  th e inten t 

i s t o mode l  a  h u m a n expert' s  memor y wit h it s ten s 

or  hundred s o f  thousand s o f  cases .  I f  w e imagin e 

a syste m wit h a  memor y a s ric h i n experienc e a s 

th e rea l  "Dea r  Abby" ,  o r  eve n a s th e averag e adult , 

we ca n begi n t o as k wha t  feature s woul d differen -

tiat e on e experienc e fro m another .  W h a t  make s 

one episod e a  bette r  remindin g tha n another ? Thi s 

raise s th e questio n o f  representation .  I f  on e remind -

in g i s  reall y bette r  advic e tha n another ,  the n th e 

difference s tha *  mak e th e differenc e mus t  b e repre -

sentable . 

A B B Y ' s representationa l  ontolog y include s 

many o f  th e conceptua l  classe s introduce d b y ear -

lie r  wor k i n stor y understandin g [10] ,  [l],[8],[4],[9] . 

Ther e ar e individual s representin g states ,  actions , 

things ,  agents ,  themes ,  goals ,  preferences ,  affects , 

plu s concept s fo r  tempora l  an d causa l  linkages ,  a s 

wel l  a s large r  aggregat e structure s suc h a s M O P s , 
TOPs,  an d XPs .  I n keepin g wit h A B B Y ' s focu s o n 

classification ,  eac h o f  thes e broa d classe s dominate s 

a detaile d hierarch y o f  specialize d variants . 

Thes e representation s mus t  facilitat e detaile d 

analysi s o f  th e story' s fact s i n term s o f  thei r  im -
pact s o n characters '  goals ,  wit h a n emphasi s o n in -

stance s o f  goa l  failure ;  faile d an d threatene d goal s 

ar e th e problem s abou t  whic h A B B Y give s advice . 

Th e majo r  difficult y fo r  A B B Y i s  tha t  th e spac e 

of  possibl e goal s i s  nearl y unlimited ,  an d th e link -
age fro m reporte d fact s t o thos e goal s m a y b e arbi -
traril y  indirect ;  wit h enoug h ingenuity ,  nearl y an y 

fac t  ca n b e show n t o impac t  nearl y an y goal .  Th e 

searc h fo r  relevan t  goal s — thos e goal s tha t  eithe r 

motivate d stor y actions ,  fortuitousl y benefite d fro m 
thos e actions ,  o r  suffere d becaus e o f  the m — mus t 

be limited . 

Limitin g thi s searc h require s predictiv e knowl -

edg e o f  wha t  type s o f  goal s th e character s ar e likel y 

"t o actuall y hold ,  an d wha t  type s o f  goal s ar e mos t 

likel y t o b e affecte d b y reporte d an d infere d facts . 

Thi s pape r  focuse s o n som e o f  th e representationa l 

machiner y develope d t o suppl y thes e expectations . 

Followin g [10] ,  A B B Y use s severa l  classe s o f  theme s 

as explanator y an d predictiv e organizer s o f  goals . 

Afte r  elaboratin g a  taxonom y o f  goal s specificall y 
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fo r  socia l  contexts ,  thi s pape r  discusse s ho w A B B Y 

derive s agents '  tb'e^e s fro m membershi p i n social -

unit s an d ad-ho c groups ,  an d fro m participatio n i n 

social-situation s an d triangles . 

II. Goals: What do People 

Want Anyway? 

Much work has been done in elaborating goal tax-

onomies .  Ou r  poin t  o f  departur e i s th e taxonom y 

propose d i n [10] .  A m o n g th e distinction s m a d e 

there ,  th e mos t  importan t  fo r  presen t  purpose s 

ar e thos e betwee n satisfaction ,  achievement ,  an d 

preservatio n goals . 

Satisfactio n goal s ar e thos e tha t  requir e re -

peate d attention ;  the y m a y b e satiate d a t  on e time , 

but  eventuall y — a s originall y proposed ,  o n som e 

biologicall y determine d schedul e — the y wil l  agai n 

demand attention .  I n A B B Y ,  almos t  al l  goal s ar e 

roughl y o f  thi s form ,  subjec t  t o th e generalizatio n 
tha t  w e ar e n o longe r  jus t  talkin g abou t  biologica l 
drive s a s fo r  food ,  sleep ,  o r  sex .  Unde r  thi s broad-
ened interpretation ,  almos t  al l  possessio n goal s t o 

fi t  here .  Fo r  m a n y thing s i t  i s  no t  enoug h t o jus t 
posses s the m once ;  mone y fo r  instanc e get s spent , 
and the n yo u nee d t o ge t  more .  Thi s i s contrar y t o 
th e origina l  classificatio n i n [lO ]  whic h count s pos -
sessio n goal s amon g th e achievemen t  goals .  Th e 

prototypica l  achievemen t  goa l  thoug h i s somethin g 
lik e wantin g t o marr y somone ;  tha t  is ,  it s  objec t  i s 

a stat e tha t  yo u achiev e onc e an d the n maintain . 

Thi s i s th e for m i n whic h achievemen t  goal s appea r 

i n A B B Y . 
Finally ,  preservatio n goal s a s presente d i n [10 ] 

ar e reactiv e goal s — the y com e int o bein g whe n 

an agen t  percieve s a  threa t  t o som e desire d state . 

I n A B B Y ,  thi s notio n i s  generalize d b y introduc -
in g maintenanc e goals .  Maintenanc e goal s alway s 
exis t  fo r  a  desire d state ;  the y accoun t  bot h fo r  th e 

spawnin g o f  P-goal s i n respons e t o a  threat ,  an d 

fo r  anticipator y plan s aime d a t  maintainin g th e de -

sire d state .  Conside r  th e goa l  maintain-health ;  th e 

standar d pla n o f  schedulin g regula r  checkup s wit h 
doctor s an d dentist s i s intende d t o maintai n healt h 

withou t  needin g t o experienc e a n imminen t  threat . 

A. Social Goals 

I n a  socia l  context ,  importan t  goal s includ e wha t 

one want s fo r  another ,  wha t  on e ca n d o fo r  another , 

what  on e ca n ge t  fro m another ,  an d wha t  a  grou p 

ca n d o togethe r  fo r  som e members ,  al l  members ,  o r 

non-members .  I f  w e star t  wit h som e basi c biologica l 

goal  stat e suc h a s satiate-hunge r  — X  want' s X' s 

hunge r  satiate d — socia l  variant s o f  thi s goa l  woul d 

include : 

•  X  want s Y' s hunge r  satiate d 

•  X  want s Y' s hunge r  satiate d b y X 

•  X  want s Y' s hunge r  satiate d b y Y 

•  X  want s Y' s hunge r  satiate d b y Z 

•  X  want s X' s hunge r  satiate d b y Y 

Such distinctions make sense when we consider 
belief s suc h as :  parent s ough t  t o fee d thei r  children . 

N ow a  chil d ca n g o beggin g i n th e stree t  an d ge t 

somethin g t o ea t  — tha t  wil l  tak e car e o f  th e chil d 

gettin g fe d — bu t  i t  doe s no t  mee t  th e origina l  goa l 

specification ;  w e stil l  hol d tha t  th e paren t  ha s faile d 
t o mee t  a n expecte d obligation .  Considere d fro m 
th e child' s perspective ,  thi s m a y simultaneousl y b e 

a goa l  succes s an d a  goa l  failure :  i t  didn' t  jus t  wan t 
t o eat ,  i t  wante d t o b e fed ,  an d i t  wante d t o b e 
fe d b y it s parents .  Thes e distinction s matte r  t o th e 

exten t  tha t  failure s o f  goal s an d obligation s matter . 
I n th e socia l  worl d the y matte r  quit e a  bit ;  w e woul d 

understan d i f  th e chil d hel d a  grudg e agains t  it s 
parent s fo r  thi s percieve d failure ,  an d i f  thi s ha d 

some futur e consequences . 

Not  surprisingly ,  th e sam e socia l  variant s ap -
pear  whe n dealin g wit h overtl y socia l  goals ,  goal s 

les s directl y couple d t o biology .  Conside r  th e goa l  t o 

star t  dating .  I t  i s  importan t  t o notic e tha t  wantin g 
t o ge t  a  dat e i s differen t  fro m wantin g t o dat e some -

one i n particular .  A n advice-give r  mus t  notic e th e 
differenc e betwee n X  wantin g t o star t  datin g Y  an d 

X' s mothe r  wantin g X  t o star t  datin g Y .  I t  i s  rea -

sonabl e t o conside r  ho w X  feel s abou t  othe r  agents ' 

goal s fo r  him ;  a  mothe r  wit h suc h goal s migh t  b e 
a particula r  typ e o f  mothe r  tha t  w e kno w some -

thin g abou t  — perhap s w e hav e specifi c  advic e fo r 
ho w t o dea l  wit h push y pryin g mother s mixin g int o 

thei r  childrens '  socia l  lives . 
Socia l  goa l  variant s ca n b e furthe r  differenti -

ate d base d o n th e relationship s holdin g betwee n 

th e X's ,  Y's ,  an d Z's .  W e hav e specifi c  knowledg e 

abou t  th e condition s unde r  whic h certai n goal s ar e 

required ,  appropriate ,  expecte d o r  forbidden ;  thos e 

condition s ofte n depen d o n th e relationship s hold -

in g betwee n agents .  Conside r  th e mutua l  goa l  hav -

in g se x wit h someone .  I f  th e agent s involve d ar e 

husban d an d wif e thi s i s a  norma l  goal ,  i n fac t  i t  i s 

an obligatio n o f  marriage .  I f  th e pai r  ar e lover s i t 
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m ay no t  b e obligatory ,  bu t  it s certainl y normal .  I f 

th e agent s ar e brothe r  an d siste r  — o r  i n fac t  an y 

clos e relatio n — th e desir e i s considere d taboo . 

Ther e ar e stil l  othe r  importan t  distinction s 

a m o ng goal s i n socia l  contexts .  W h e n X  ha s a 

goa l  wit h respec t  t o Y ,  w e frequentl y ca n predic t 

whethe r  Y  want s X  t o pursu e tha t  goal .  Parent s 

want  thei r  childre n t o b e fed ;  childre n wan t  thei r 

parent s t o ac t  o n tha t  goal .  Suc h goal s ar e desire d 

goals ;  i f  X  satisfie s th e goa l  wit h respec t  t o Y ,  Y 

i s als o havin g a  goa l  satisfied ,  i f  X  fails ,  Y  ha s a 

failur e a s well .  Desire d goal s ar e a  shorthan d tha t 

facilitat e noticin g impacts ,  bot h positiv e an d nega -

tive ;  knowin g tha t  a  theme-partne r  wa s helpe d o r 

hur t  als o aid s i n propogatin g affec t  inferences . 

Othe r  goal s m a y b e classe d a s balance d goals . 

Thes e ar e paire d goal s wher e X  ha s a  goa l  wit h 

respec t  t o Y ,  an d Y  ha s a  simila r  goa l  wit h re -
spec t  t o X .  A s a n exampl e conside r  th e goa l  ensure -

happines s tha t  normall y hold s betwee n romanti c 

partners .  W h e n A B B Y notice s X' s goa l  i s  relevant , 

i t  i s  wort h considerin g i f  Y' s balancin g goa l  i s  als o 

relevant .  Fo r  instance ,  whe n th e goal s ar e bot h bal -

ance d an d desired ,  failur e o f  on e may ,  unde r  th e 

strateg y o f  "ti t  fo r  tat "  lea d t o failur e o f  th e other ; 

i f  X  fail s  t o mak e Y  happy ,  Y  m a y refrai n fro m 

makin g X  happy . 
Closel y relate d t o balanced-desire d goal s ar e 

what  Seifer t  ha s calle d mutua l  goal s [ll] ,  tha t  is , 

goal s whos e objec t  states ,  b y definitio n o r  b y socia l 
convention ,  requir e th e cooperativ e effort s o f  mul -

tipl e agents .  Example s includ e spendin g time ,  con -
versing ,  an d startin g o r  maintainin g a  relationship . 

Seifer t  ha s elaborate d i n grea t  detai l  inference s an d 

strategie s specifi c  t o mutua l  goal s [12] . 

B. Subsumption Goals 

A larg e clas s o f  socia l  goal s ca n b e viewe d a s goal s 

fo r  abstrac t  possession .  Thi s i s intende d a s a  gener -
alizatio n o f  norma l  possessio n goals ,  s o tha t  w e ca n 

spea k no t  onl y o f  a n agen t  wantin g tangibl e item s 

lik e food ,  clothing ,  o r  money ,  bu t  als o o f  intangi -

ble s lik e company ,  respect ,  an d love .  Thi s notio n o f 

abstrac t  possessio n — o f  havin g somethin g — sug -

gest s th e companio n socia l  goal s o f  givin g an d get -

tin g thes e objects .  Again ,  ther e ar e man y possibl e 

socia l  variants : 

•  X  want s X  t o hav e O 

•  X  want s Y  t o hav e O 

•  X  want s X  t o ge t  O 

•  X  want s Y  t o ge t  O 

• X wants X to give O 

• X wants Y to give O 

• X wants X to give O to Y 

• X wants Y to give O to X 

•  X  want s Y  t o giv e O  t o Z 

Possession of an object O is generally desired 

i f  O  i s instrumenta l  t o som e othe r  goal .  Havin g 

foo d i s a  goa l  subsumptio n stal e tha t  help s i n achiev -

in g recurrin g goa l  t o satiate-hunger .  A  stat e sub -

sumes anothe r  goal-stat e i f  achievin g th e subsump -

tio n stat e make s i t  trivia l  t o repeatedl y achiev e th e 

goal-stat e [13] .  I n suc h a  situation ,  i t  make s sens e 

t o pursu e th e subsumption-stat e a s a  goa l  i n it s  ow n 

right .  Thu s haveing-foo d become s a  c o m m o n goa l 

eve n thoug h mil k i n th e refrigerato r  i s  doin g n o on e 

any immediat e good . 

Th e numbe r  o f  possibl e tangibl e an d abstrac t 

entitie s wort h possessin g i s huge .  Thi s sectio n onl y 

sketche s th e outline s o f  a  potentiall y  vas t  clas s o f 
c o m m on goals ;  the y for m th e basi s fo r  th e clai m 

tha t  mos t  o f  th e goal s A B B Y i s concerne d wit h be -

hav e lik e satisfactio n goals .  Jus t  a s it' s  har d t o 

make i t  throug h lif e o n on e week' s pay ,  s o to o i s 

i t  toug h t o ge t  b y o n on e unrepeate d displa y o f  af -

fection .  Agent s ar e constantl y concerne d wit h en -

surin g thes e possessio n goal s ge t  satisfied . 

Jus t  a s achievin g possessio n o f  som e objec t  ca n 

be a  subsumptio n goal ,  s o ensurin g a  reliabl e strea m 

of  tha t  objec t  — s o tha t  yo u alway s posses s enoug h 

of  i t  — ca n als o becom e a  subsumptio n goa l  [13] . 
Thi s i s th e basi s fo r  A B B Y ' s notio n o f  social-unit : 

a long-ter m contractua l  arrangement s wit h othe r 
agent s designe d t o provid e need s o n a  continuin g 

basis .  Joinin g a  compan y a s a n employe e i s th e 

most  obviou s exampl e o f  entr y int o a  social-uni t 

servin g t o subsum e possessio n goals .  Les s tangibl e 
possession s accru e fro m becomin g someone' s friend , 

but  companionship ,  support ,  an d advic e ar e valu -

abl e nonetheless .  O f  cours e ther e ar e social-unit s 
tha t  ar e no t  usefull y explaine d thi s way ;  fo r  exam -

pl e i t  doe s no t  accoun t  fo r  wh y th e averag e conscrip t 

join s th e army . 

Social-unit s the n ca n b e viewe d a s plan s fo r 

subsumin g c o m m o n goals .  Adoptin g thos e plan s en -

gender s othe r  goals ;  her e w e har k bac k t o th e earlie r 

analysi s o f  achievemen t  goals .  Peopl e spen d muc h 

of  thei r  tim e pursuin g th e initiation ,  maintenance , 
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termination ,  an d restoratio n o f  social-units ,  o r  try -

in g t o joi n an d qui t  othe r  large r  social-units .  Al l 

thes e (excep t  nna^ntenanc e goal s a s describe d ear -

lier )  ar e achievemen t  goals .  I n lovelor n situations , 

i t  i s  ofte n thes e high-leve l  achievemen t  goal s tha t 

ar e centra l  t o a  story . 

III. Social-Units and 

Contracts 

We organize the social world by placing people into 

social-units .  The y ar e s o pervasiv e an d powerfull y 
predictiv e tha t  the y o r  th e role s an d relationship s 

tha t  com e wit h the m ar e almos t  alway s explicitl y 

mentione d whe n discussin g people .  W h o i s John ? 

He i s Mary' s husband ,  Jimmy' s father ,  Ethe l  an d 

Eddie' s son ,  a n employe e o f  Internationa l  Widget , 

a devou t  church-goer ,  a  goo d neighbor .  Tha t  sor t 
of  capsul e summar y ca n immediatel y relat e Joh n t o 

anyon e o f  importanc e i n hi s world . 

I t  i s  interestin g t o not e tha t  fo r  a  wid e rang e o f 

social-unit s w e hav e specifi c  word s o r  phrase s t o de -
not e th e units ,  th e roles ,  an d eve n th e relationship s 
betwee n role-fillers .  A s suggested ,  thes e ar e ver y 

importan t  concept s frequentl y wort h communicat -

in g — the y defin e th e mos t  importan t  feature s o f 

any individual s socia l  landscap e i n powerfu l  short -
hand . 

Social-unit s rang e i n siz e fro m diad s t o cul -

tures .  O n th e smalles t  scale ,  w e liv e i n a  worl d 

of  acquaintances ,  friendships ,  an d romances .  I n 
th e midgroun d w e defin e ourselve s wit h respec t  t o 

our  families ,  neighborhoods ,  an d workplaces .  I n th e 

large r  world ,  w e ar e member s o f  professions ,  reli -
gions ,  an d nations . 

Each m e m b e r  play s som e rol e i n a  social-unit ; 
members relat e t o eac h othe r  differentl y dependin g 
on thei r  respectiv e roles .  Withi n a  famil y ther e ar e 

role s fo r  paren< a (mother ,  father) ,  an d childre n (son , 
daughter) .  Th e fillers  o f  thes e role s ar e relate d t o 
one anothe r  a s parent-o f  (mother-of ,  father-of )  o r 

child-o f  (son-of ,  daughter-of) . 

We kno w quit e a  bi t  abou t  wha t  i t  mean s t o 

be someone' s parent .  Suc h relationship s functio n a s 

interpersonal-themes ;  tha t  is ,  the y lea d t o specifi c 
goal s o f  on e agen t  involvin g th e other .  Ever y social -

uni t  define s a  se t  o f  interpersonal-themes .  A B B Y 

ca n us e thes e t o predic t  wha t  socia l  goal s ar e likel y 

t o b e activ e betwee n agents .  Norma l  parent s wan t 

t o provid e material ,  socia l  an d emotiona l  suppor t 

fo r  thei r  children .  Childre n wan t  thos e thing s pro -

vide d t o the m b y thei r  parents . 

As suggeste d before ,  som e goal s hav e a  specia l 

forc e i n tha t  the y ar e obligations .  Eve n i f  ther e ar e 

parent s w h o i n som e sens e don' t  wan t  t o fee d thei r 

children ,  w e stil l  expec t  the m t o ac t  a s i f  the y hol d 
th e goal .  Claimin g tha t  a n obligatio n lead s yo u 

t o wan t  wha t  yo u don' t  wan t  i s no t  reall y a  con -

tradiction ;  goals ,  a s representations ,  ar e primaril y 

predictiv e an d explanator y constructs .  I f  w e believ e 

an agen t  ha s a n obligatio n i t  i s  reasonabl e t o tr y t o 

see action s a s attempt s t o mee t  th e obligation ;  i f  w e 

see someon e actin g i n a  wa y tha t  satisfie s a n obli -

gatio n i t  i s  reasonabl e t o us e th e obligatio n a s par t 

of  th e explanatio n fo r  th e action .  Tha t  i s al l  tha t  a 

goal  means .  W e d o howeve r  nee d t o b e abl e t o no -

tic e whe n a n obligation ,  thoug h fulfille d i s resente d 
— whe n th e goa l  stat e i s no t  reall y wanted . 

Reciproca l  relationship s inheren t  i n social -
units ,  suc h a s paren t  an d child ,  generall y impl y 

contract s betwee n th e parties ;  w e migh t  tak e a 

long-ter m contractua l  basi s a s on e o f  th e definin g 

feature s o f  social-units .  Contract s ar e wha t  con -

fe r  specia l  statu s o n obligations .  A s representa -

tiona l  structures ,  contract s packag e th e reciproca l 
interpersonal-theme s an d provid e prediction s whe n 

obligation s ar e no t  met ;  contract s licens e recourse s 

— legitimat e form s o f  retributio n fo r  obligatio n fail -

ure .  Thi s account s fo r  w h y obligation s m a y b e ef -

fectiv e goal s eve n thoug h th e goal-stat e i s no t  i n 
itsel f  desirable ;  i n som e case s i t  i s  onl y fea r  o f  suc h 

recourse s tha t  lead s a  sposu e t o visi t  wit h th e in -

laws . 

Trapping s o f  romanc e an d tru e lov e notwith -
standing ,  marriag e i s a  cas e wher e a  contrax:tua l 
analysi s o f  th e relationshi p i s openl y adopte d i n 
m a ny societies .  Fo r  exampl e husban d an d wif e 
ar e suppose d t o slee p wit h eac h othe r  exclusively ; 
shoul d on e violat e tha t  par t  o f  th e contract ,  th e 
othe r  ha s recours e t o th e court s wher e the y ca n su e 
fo r  divorc e an d m a y b e awarde d alimony .  Violat -

in g jus t  abou t  an y aspec t  o f  th e marriag e contrac t 

lead s t o th e sam e recourse ;  i n som e societies ,  failur e 
t o produc e mal e son s i s likewis e legitimat e ground s 

fo r  divorce .  Dissolutio n o f  th e underlyin g social -

uni t  tha t  invoke d th e contrac t  i s  th e mos t  blun t 

an d sweeping ,  bu t  als o on e o f  th e mos t  c o m m o n re -

courses .  Stil l  ther e ar e others ;  spouse s m a y see k 
councilin g befor e resortin g t o divorce . 

T h e prototypica l  contrac t  i s  a n agreemen t  en -

tere d int o freel y b y equals ,  i n whic h eac h part y 

87 



DOMESHEK 

agree s t o cissum e certai n obligation s suc h tha t  bot h 

partie s benefi t  in '̂sem e way .  M a n y social-unit s de -

viat e fro m thi s idea l  i n som e respects ,  ye t  ar e stil l 

usefull y though t  o f  a s contracts .  Thi s i s particu -

larl y tru e whe n th e contrac t  itsel f  i s  pu t  int o a  so -

cia l  context ;  th e contrac t  m a y b e enforcabl e b y — 

tha t  i s recourse s m a y b e administere d throug h th e 

agenc y o f  — a  highe r  authority .  W e se e trace s o f 

suc h outsid e influence s eve n i n relativel y prototyp -

ica l  social-contract s lik e tha t  implie d b y marriage . 

T h e socia l  contrac t  betwee n paren t  an d chil d i s 

a goo d exampl e o f  on e whic h deviate s significantl y 

fro m th e contrac t  prototype .  I n th e first  place ,  th e 

chil d neve r  aske d t o ente r  int o tha t  contract .  Fur -

thermore ,  th e paren t  ha s absolut e powe r  ove r  th e 

child .  Thi s i s simila r  t o th e situatio n o f  th e con -

scrip t  allude d t o earlier .  I n bot h cases ,  enforcemen t 
of  obligation s o f  th e stronge r  t o th e weake r  part y 

depend s o n a n implici t  contrac t  wit h som e highe r 

authorit y — tha t  o f  th e state .  Unfortunatel y fo r 

th e conscript ,  th e arm y an d th e stat e ar e usuall y 

th e sam e thin g (o r  worse ,  th e arm y m a y b e supe -
rio r  t o th e state) . 

IV. Scripts as 

Social-Situations 

The notion of social-unit bears an interesting re-
lationshi p t o th e olde r  notio n o f  scrip t  [lO] .  M a n y 

script s ar e o f  a  for m tha t  migh t  reasonabl y b e calle d 

social-situations ;  tha t  i s  the y ar e spatio-temporall y 

bounded ,  sociall y prescribe d sequence s playe d ou t 

by agents ,  temporaril y  relate d b y thei r  entranc e 

int o a  short-term  contract .  Alon g wit h script s cam e 

th e notio n o f  role-theme s — organizer s fo r  th e goal s 

agent s adop t  whe n the y ente r  int o thei r  scrip t  roles . 

Viewe d a ^  social-situations ,  script s shoul d spaw n 

interpersonal-themes ,  an d i n fac t  i t  turn s ou t  tha t 
i n socia l  scripts ,  th e goal s organize d b y role-theme s 

ar e i n fac t  socia l  goals :  on e agen t  want s somethin g 

fro m another ,  o r  want s t o d o somethin g fo r  another . 

I n a  restaurant ,  th e custome r  ha s a  temporar y 

contractua l  relationshi p t o th e server ;  the y hav e 

goal s an d obligation s wit h respec t  t o on e another , 

an d ther e ar e sanctione d recourse s shoul d eithe r  vi -

olat e part s o f  tha t  contract .  Beyon d th e specifi c 
action s an d thei r  specifi c  sequencing ,  w e kno w tha t 

th e serve r  i s suppose d t o provid e servic e i n a  timel y 

an d curteou s manner ,  th e custome r  i s suppose d t o 

behav e civil y  an d pa y hi s bill .  I f  th e servic e i s unsat -

isfactory ,  th e custome r  m a y refus e t o leav e a  tip .  I f  a 

custome r  i s offensiv e o r  abusive ,  th e serve r  m a y cal l 

th e manage r  t o hav e th e custome r  removed .  Again , 

th e paralle l  t o th e cas e o f  a  social-uni t  wit h a n un -

balance d powe r  relationshi p i s striking ;  a  younge r 

chil d ha s th e sam e sor t  o f  recours e t o it s parents ' 

authorit y whe n frustrate d b y a n olde r  sibling' s mis -

behavior . 

W h at  count s a s a  short-ter m social-situatio n 

an d wha t  a s long-ter m social-uni t  wil l  usuall y b e 

clea r  enoug h — long-ter m relationship s generall y 

lac k a  pre-specifie d terminatio n condition s (shor t  o f 

death) .  Busines s unit s migh t  b e a n exception :  em -

ploymen t  i s generall y long-term ,  bu t  ofte n ha s well -

specifie d terminatio n conditions .  T h e scriptines s o f 

a social-situatio n inhere s i n th e stabl e predictabilit y 

of  it s  settings ,  sequence ,  an d specifi c  actions . 

Jus t  a s severa l  social-unit s ca n lin k th e sam e 
agents ,  s o severa l  social-situation s ca n b e simulta -

neousl y active ,  a s ca n a  mixtur e o f  social-unit s an d 

social-situations .  An y o f  thes e combination s ca n 

generat e interactin g goals .  A  classi c social-uni t  in -

teractio n stem s fro m takin g a  so n int o th e famil y 

business ,  whic h force s fathe r  an d so n t o becom e 
bos s an d employee .  Goin g t o a  restauran t  wher e 

on e o f  you r  friend s work s thrust s on e a m o n g equal s 

int o servan t  statu s — a  social-situatio n impinge s o n 

a social-unit . 

V. Efficiency and Adequacy 

This paper has presented a variety of representa-

tiona l  construct s fo r  us e i n understandin g storie s 

fro m th e socia l  domain .  I t  ha s argue d fo r  particu -

la r  distinction s an d particula r  classe s o f  concept s 

on tw o grounds :  eflficienc y an d adequacy .  Effi -

cienc y implie s tha t  havin g a  particula r  representa -

tio n make s expectation s availabl e whic h effectivel y 

focu s subsequen t  processing .  Adequac y implie s tha t 

withou t  noticin g a  certai n distinction ,  th e progra m 
canno t  succee d a t  it s  task . 

I n th e tas k o f  stor y understanding ,  th e majo r 

sourc e o f  intractabilit y  i s  th e nee d t o notic e th e im -

por t  o f  facts .  W h a t  motive s la y behin d an y give n 

fact ? Whic h agent s ar e afi"ecte d b y tha t  fac t  an d 

ho w ar e the y affected ? Answerin g thes e question s 

normall y require s hypothesizin g goal s fo r  th e agent s 

an d usin g causa l  knowledg e t o determin e th e im -

pac t  o f  th e fac t  o n thos e goals .  Detaile d knowedg e 

of  th e socia l  domai n ca n simplif y th e tas k o f  under -

standin g comple x storie s i n whic h multipl e agent s 

hol d interactin g goals .  Recognizin g th e socia l  con -
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tex t  whic h relate s characters ,  provide s exactl y th e 

kin d o f  expectation ^  tha t  ar e mos t  needed :  expecta -

tion s abou t  whic h goal s ar e activ e an d relevant .  I n 

addition ,  ther e ar e som e situation s i n whic h socia l 

knowledg e ca n provid e eve n mor e specifi c  predic -

tion s abou t  likel y actio n sequences . 

M a ny o f  th e distinction s introduce d i n th e clas -

sificatio n o f  goal s serv e no t  t o spee d processing ,  bu t 

t o mak e i t  effective .  T o succee d i n th e tas k o f  ad -

vic e giving ,  a  syste m mus t  b e abl e t o detec t  an d 

represen t  som e ver y subtl e propertie s o f  situations . 

Thi s pape r  pointe d ou t  som e o f  th e socia l  variant s 

of  goal s t o whic h a n advic e give r  mus t  b e sensitive . 

Noticin g specifi c  type s o f  goal s ma y hin t  a t  particu -

la r  type s o f  relationships .  Specializin g th e system' s 
understandin g o f  th e relationshi p betwee n agent s 

may tighte n th e prediction s abou t  wha t  type s o f 

problem s ar e likel y t o arise ,  o r  allo w bette r  predic -

tion s abou t  wha t  type s o f  solution s wil l  wor k — 
tha t  is ,  i t  ma y lea d t o bette r  advice . 

Thi s pape r  di d no t  discus s th e system' s un -

derstandin g o f  a n agent' s character ,  bu t  specialize d 

stereotyp e informatio n ca n yiel d th e sam e sort s o f 
advantages .  Th e sam e hold s tru e wit h specialize d 

type s o f  goals ,  an d interpretation s o f  actions .  Clus -
ter s o f  suc h specialize d concept s han g an d wor k to -

gether .  A  famil y m a y b e lik e th e Waltons :  th e 
mothe r  ma y b e a  saint ,  th e fathe r  ster n bu t  fair , 
thei r  relationship s t o th e childre n clos e an d loving ; 
the n again ,  a  famil y m a y b e mor e lik e som e night -

mar e versio n o f  th e Bunkers :  th e mothe r  a  dizz y 
simpleton ,  th e fathe r  a  bigote d tyrant ,  an d thei r  re -

lationship s t o th e childre n base d o n manipulatio n 
and domination .  Peopl e kno w abou t  al l  thes e type s 
and kno w whic h one s ten d t o g o together ;  pinnin g 

down one ,  help s t o pi n dow n th e other .  Gettin g th e 
whol e pictur e suggest s specifi c  advic e suite d t o th e 
situation .  Th e representation s presente d her e for m 
par t  o f  tha t  sor t  o f  complet e picture ,  an d a s suc h 

ar e a  par t  o f  wha t  A B B Y mus t  understan d t o giv e 
goo d advice . 
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