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Abstract 

Cons ide ra t i on of the s i m i l a r i t y between d i rec t 
and ind i rec t speech act unders tand ing g ive r i s e 
to the notion that taxonomies of speech acts 
may not be he lp fu l in modell ing language under­
standing. A computer model which t reats represen­
t a t i o n s o f d i r e c t and i n d i r e c t speech acts 
s i m i l a r l y and succesful ly has been implemented 
without any such taxonomy and without an e x p l i c i t 
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n of the d i f ference between d i rec t 
and ind i rec t speech acts. 

I n t r oduc t i on . 

Speech acts theory is of great in te res t 
t o many w o r k e r s f r om v a r i o u s d i s c i p l i n e s 
i n t e r e s t e d in n a t u r a l language. One of the 
problems that t he i r work has h igh l ighted is that 
of the ind i rec t speech act: An utterance which 
the speaker makes ca r ry an i l l o c u t l o n a r y 
force more important than, and in addi t ion 
t o , the i l l o c u t l o n a r y fo rce d e r i v a b l e from the 
l i t e r a l meaning of that utterance (Searle 1975). 

Another problem which has rece ived c o n s i d ­
erab le a t t e n t i o n (eg A u s t i n 1962, Sear le 
1976, Dore 1977, Katz 1977, Vendler 1972 
Hancher 1979, S t i l e s 1981 and many o thers ) is 
the c l a s s i f i c a t i o n o f speech a c t s i n t o 
types. Here there are two questions: 

1) What types of speech acts are there? 
2 ) What s h o u l d t h e i r c r i t e r i a f o r 

c l a s s i f i c a t i o n be? 

I am going to suggest in the f o l l o w i n g tha t 
these quest ions may be avoided as the n o t i o n of 
speech act types is not e s s e n t i a l f o r n a t u r a l 
language understanding (NLU). Fur thermore I am 
going to reach th is pos i t ion by considering the 
understanding of a few d i rec t and i nd i rec t speech 
ac ts and by argu ing tha t d i r e c t and i n d i r e c t 
speech a c t s may be u n d e r s t o o d by a s i n g l e 
mechanism. For brev i ty the discussion is 
r e s t r i c t e d to REQUEST and INFORM type speech 
ac ts . 

An Example. 

Consider such utterances as:-

1) I t s co ld in here. 
2) Turn on the hea ter . 
3) Shut the window. 

Speech ac t t h e o r i s t s (eg A u s t i n 1962, 
Searle 1969) t e l l us that (1) is an INFORM type 
(d i rec t ) speech act , wh i l s t (2) and (3) are 
DIRECTIVE or REQUEST type (d i rec t ) speech acts. 
However i t Is easy to v i s u a l i z e a s i t u a t i o n in 
which a speaker (Mary, say) u t t e r s (1) and 
her hearer (John, say) i n f e r s tha t she a c t u a l l y 
meant to convey something in a d d i t i o n to t ha t 
( i e (2 ) , or (3 ) , or (2) and (3 ) ) . U t t e r ­
i n g (1) wou ld t hen be te rmed mak ing an 
" i n d i r e c t " REQUEST. Let us c a l l t h i s 
s i t ua t i on case A. 

S i m i l a r l y , one could u t te r (2) or (3) and 
simultaneously convey the INFORM meaning of (1). 
However it is not usual to c a l l e i ther (2) or 
(3) " i nd i rec t INFORMs" as the INFORM is not t he i r 
primary funct ion. Let us c a l l t h i s case B. 

Add i t i ona l l y , if Mary enters a cool room and 
says (3) to John, as she be l i eves the window to 
be open, i t would seem very s t range to c a l l 
(3) an i nd i rec t way of u t t e r i ng the REQUEST 
(2) If John were to turn on the heater (as he 
knows that the window is already closed and that 
there is a heater which is turned o f f ) . (case 
C). 

I f i t i s accepted tha t case A above 
is a " c l a s s i c " i n d i r e c t speech a c t , how do we 
descr ibe cases B and C? Case B cannot be des­
cribed as a t yp i ca l i nd i rec t speech act as it is 
less impo r tan t to Mary t ha t John i n f e r (1) than 
t h a t he c o n f i r m w i t h her l i t e r a l request 
(3) . (That I s , i f one accepts tha t the request i s 
the more primary meaning in case A.) Possibly 
one could avoid the problem by descr ibing case B 
as an Ins tance of a "background e n t a i l m e n t " 
(Smi th and Wi lson 1979). and consequent ly 
c la im that a d i f f e r e n t mechanism is used 
to understand (1) f rom the u t t e rance of (2) in 
case B than the mechanism used to under­
stand (2) f rom the u t t e rance of (1) In case A. 
However, t h i s p o s s i b i l i t y does not help in 
the analysis of case C. 
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In case C John responds cooperat ively 
(Grice 1975, Perrault Al len and Cohen 1978,) to 
a request tha t Mary d id not i n t e n t i o n a l l y 
make. Note tha t t h i s case does not seem to be 
accomodated by the work of A l l e n and P e r r a u l t 
who e x p l i c i t l y fo l low speech act theory in assum­
ing tha t the speaker makes h is u t te rances w i t h 
the i n t e n t i o n tha t the hearer recognizes h i s 
i n t e n t i o n s ( A l l e n 1979 p l07 , A l l e n and P e r r a u l t 
1980 pl70). However, to accomodate th is case are 
we to say tha t (2) is understood from (3) by a 
d i f f e r e n t mechanism again than tha t used 
in cases A or B? Or are we to look instead for a 
single mechanism which can deal w i th a l l three 
example cases and for which " Ind i rec t speech 
acts" are merely a special case? 

A s i n g l e mechanism is c e r t a i n l y the most 
elegant so lu t ion , and i t s presence is suggested 
by an examinat ion of Mary's p r imary aim 
(or superordinate goal,) in making e i ther 
u t te rance in cases A, B or C: She wishes to be 
warm. 

Recognizing Mary's aim t e l l s us John's 
a c t i o n helped Mary to accompl ish her goal 
even when he turned on the heater and d id not 
obey her l i t e r a l request to shut the window 
( i e case C). 

From the above it would seem that John (or 
any hearer , ) is capable of i n f e r r i n g at l e a s t 
some of Mary (or any speaker's,) superordinate 
goal(s) in making an utterance. However the 
hearer of an utterance can not t e l l in advance 
which of the speaker's utterances w i l l Indicate 
higher unsat is f ied goals ( le be " ind i rec t speech 
acts"). Therefore it seems that the hearer 
must c o n t i n u a l l y examine each of the 
speaker's u t te rances f o r such a l l u s i o n s . This 
must be so even for so cal led d i rec t REQUESTS, as 
In case C. Consequently the hearer must process 
d i rec t and ind i rec t speech acts i den t i ca l l y 
and use the same inference procedures in order to 
understand both f u l l y . 

What t hen i s the f u n c t i o n o f S e a r l e ' s 
REQUEST speech act type? As hearers may choose 
not to acceed to REQUESTS, or decide to cooperate 
in o ther ways (case C), i t would seem tha t 
REQUESTS only suggest, or INFORM, the hearer 
as to the speaker's d e s i r e s . Perhaps then 
REQUESTS may be l i t t l e more than INFORMS in which 
the speaker expresses p r e c i s e l y the course of 
act ion she wishes the hearer to take. That i s , 
f rom the po in t of v iew of the understander of 
speech acts it may not be relevant that u t t e r ­
ances (2) and (3) are REQUESTS, as long as the 
hearer can de tec t f rom them the speaker's 
supero rd ina te goa l ( s ) . I t t h e r e f o r e seems 
that the not ion of d i f f e ren t speech act types is 
not necessary fo r NLU** 

A d d i t i o n a l l y , i t I s c l ea r from the l i t e r ­
ature that the c l a s s i f i c a t i o n of speech acts i n to 
types is p r i m a r i l y for ana ly t i c purposes (Austin 
1962, S t i l e s 1981 e tc ) and i t i s not s ta ted 
anywhere that that t h i s c l a s s i f i c a t i o n is essen­

t i a l to the understanding process. This may seem 
strange considering the a t ten t ion that typologies 
of speech acts have rece ived but I b e l i e v e t h i s 
to be more a r e f l ec t i on of the d i f f e r i n g aims of 
the workers from the various d isc ip l ines Involved 
in the area ( ie Philosophy, L ingu i s t i cs , Psycho­
logy etc) and those of Computational L ingu is t i cs . 

Two suggestions have been made so far then, 
1) t ha t the no t i on of a speech act type is 

not essent ial fo r NLU. 
2) that d i rect and Ind i rec t speech acts may 

be understood by the same mechanism. 

A Computer mode l . 

A computer model has been programmed using 
the above ideas which is capable of understanding 
some Ind i rec t speech acts. The model copes w i th 
representations of cases A, B and C in i t s form 
of E n g l i s h . This i nvo lves only two types of 
mental predicates, ( fo l low ing Perraul t A l len and 
Cohen 1978, Cohen 1978, Al len 1979: eg SPEAKER 
INTENDS, HEARER KNOWS etc . ) and u n i n t e r p r e t e d 
proposit ions (eg: that A HAS THE SALT). Add i t ion­
a l l y , the model uses a no t i on of mutual b e l i e f 
(MB) (see S h i f f e r 1972, Smith 1982). Mutual be­
l i e f is necessary for the fo l low ing reason: If a 
speaker makes some u t te rance s u c c e s s f u l l y , he 
can reason tha t the hearer now knows the con­
ten t s o f tha t u t t e rance . S i m i l a r l y the speaker 
knows tha t the hearer knows e tc . W h i l s t such 
processing may be l i m i t e d in pract ice (Clark and 
Marshal l 1981), i t is necessary in th is implem­
entat ion of the theory for knowledge states to 
be d e r i v a b l e to any dep th f rom a m u t u a l l y 
believed i tem. 

The two p a r t i c i p a n t s in the conve rsa t i on 
are modelled as concurrently executing product ion 
systems ( i e , the model is more s im i l a r to that 
of Power(1979) than t ha t of A l l e n ( 1 9 7 9 ) . * * * ) . 
They have independent agendas and b e l i e f s and 
communicate by one special ru le which the pro­
duc t i on i n t e r p r e t e r recognizes as an INFORM 
speech ac t . This is the only type of Speech Act 
that the system knows about. The resu l t of 
th i s act is to make the contents of the u t t e r ­
ance m u t u a l l y b e l i e v e d . That i s , not on ly does 
the hearer know the contents of the u t t e r a n c e , 
but the speaker knows the hearer knows etc. This 
d i f f e r s from Al len and Perrau l t 's (1980) fo rmul ­
a t ion of INFORM which only resu l ts in the hearer 
knowing the utterance's contents. 

The model operates as fo l l ows : The p a r t i c i ­
pants are g iven i n i t i a l b e l i e f s t a t e s . One of 
them is then g iven an i n t e n t i o n to achieve some 
goal. I f t h i s goal or i n ten t i on leads to the 
subgoal of making an ut terance, the second par­
t i c i p a n t t r i e s t o i n f e r the f i r s t p a r t i c i p a n t ' s 
supero rd ina te goa l (s ) i n making j u s t tha t 
utterance. This i n fe rence process e x p l o i t s the 
f a c t t h a t the p roduc t i on ru les used in making 
p lans are a p p l i c a b l e i n reverse, ( i e g iven 
some resu l t s tate the par t ic ipants may in fe r the 
goal state that gave r ise to that resu l t . ) 
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This method con t ras t s w i t h tha t used by 
A l l e n ( l 9 7 9 ) w h i c h i n v o l v e s s e v e r a l 
h e u r i s t i c s . * * * 

Having in fer red such a superordinate in ten­
t ion for the speaker, the hearer w i l l then f ind 
a r u l e which embodies Grice's(1975) Cooperative 
p r i n c i p l e . He w i l l apply t h i s r u l e and in doing 
so w i l l ( i n P e r r a u l t A l l e n and Cohen's (1978) 
te rms, ) adopt the speaker's goal as h i s own. 
This means tha t Mary's u t t e r i n g (1 ) , (2 ) , or (3) 
w i l l lead John to i n f e r tha t Mary wishes to be 
warm. Therefore John wishes her to be warm. Con­
sequently he w i l l shut the door, close the w in­
dow, or do whatever e lse is app rop r i a te . His 
ac t i ons and u t te rances are determined by h is 
knowledge of the s i t ua t i on of which Mary's u t t e r ­
ance (and h is in fe rences from i t , ) form j us t a 
pa r t . I t is not impor tan t to him tha t Mary 
ut tered a REQUEST or an INFORM speech act: 
I t only mat te rs tha t he is able to detect her 
most p r imary i n t e n t i o n (or goal) in making 
that speech act. 

The i m p l i c a t i o n fo r NLU from t h i s work is 
that not only is the notion of speech act types 
redundant, but so is the d i f f e r e n c e between 
" d i r e c t " and " I n d i r e c t " speech ac ts . Indeed, 
what is in c lass ica l terras a d i rec t REQUEST used 
to convey i t s l i t e r a l meaning may lead the hearer 
to disregard the speaker's supe r f i c i a l in tent ion 
in favour of some act ion more consistent w i th the 
speaker's u l t imate goal. 

Notes 

* Current address: Unilever Research, Port 
Sunlight Laboratory, Quarry Road East, Bebington, 
Merseyside L63 3JW, UK 

** This idea has appeared p rev i ous l y in 
Ellman (1980) wi th an argument based upon the 
f u n c t i o n versus content of several types 
of speech acts, and also in Clark and Carlson 
(1982). These authors reached t h i s p o s i t i o n 
from a discussion of Mutual Be l ie f . 

* * * A f u l l comparison of th is work wi th that 
of Al len et a l . is done in Ellman (forthcoming). 
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