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A behavior analysis of lie and irony

SATO, Masaya

Abstract

From the standpoint of behavior analysis, the present author defined lie and
irony as distorted tact, and analyzed the behavioral contingencies of these kinds of
distorted tact. The analysis disclosed the following: Lie or irony as a distorted tact
is controlled by two contingencies; main contingency and additional contingency.
Additional contingency is activated by a certain establishing operation. If a student
was absent form the class by hangover, and tells to the professor “My mother was
sick, and I had to take care of her.”, the main contingency controlled covert “I
suffered from hangover.” and the additional contingency controlled overt “My
mother was sick, and I had to take care of her.”. Overt “My mother was sick, and
I had to take care of her.” is an intraverbal controlled by covert “I suffered from
hangover.”. “My mother was sick, and I had to take care of her.” is an autclitic
controlled by the additional contingencies. In this case, an establishing operation
to avoid punishment activated the additional contingency. If a drunken husband
comes back home in the midnight, and his wife shouts to him “You came back
very early!”, the main contingency controlled covert “you came back very late.”
and the additional contingency controlled overt “You came back very early!”.
Overt “You came back very early!” is an intraverval controlled by covert “you
came back very late.”, and “You came back very early!” is an autclitic controlled
by the additional contingency. In this case, an establishing operation to punish the
husband activated the additional contingency. Although both lie and irony are
distorted tact, there is an important difference: If the listener notices that an
utterance is a lie, the lie is ineffective, and if the listener does not notice that an

utterance is an irony, the irony is ineffective.
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$I1 : an untrue deceptive statement deliberately used to mislead. (Collins Dictionary of the
English Language)

#12 : an untrue statement purposely made to deceive. (Longman Dictionary of Contemporary
English-New Ed.)

$13 : a statement that the speaker knows to be untrue. (Oxford American English Dictionary.)

$4 : a false statement or piece of information deliberately presented as being true: a falsehood.
(The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language-New College Ed.)

$15 : an intentionally false statement. (The Concise Oxford Dictionary-New Ed.)

1 6 : a false statement made with deliberate intent to deceive: a falsehood. (The Random

House College Dictionary-Rev. Ed.)
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$11 : the humorous or mildly sarcastic use of words to imply the opposite of what they normally
mean. (Collins Dictionary of the English Language)

#12 : use of words which are clearly opposite to one’s meaning, usu. either in order to be
amusing or to show annoyance. (Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English-New Ed.)

$13 : the expression of one’s meaning by using words of opposite meaning in order to make one’s
remarks forceful as that will please him (used of something that will not please him). (Oxford
American English Dictionary.)

14 : the use of words to convey the opposite of their literal meaning. (The American Heritage
Dictionary of the English Language-New College Ed.)

$15 : an expression of meaning, often humorous or sarcastic, by the use of language of a different
or opposite tendency. (The Concise Oxford Dictionary-New Ed.)

$16 : a figure of speech in which the words express a meaning that is often the direct opposite

of the intended meaning. (The Random House College Dictionary-Rev. Ed.)
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