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Project Description

1 Starting Point

1.1 State of the art and preliminary work

A. Lying, deceiving, misleading
Lying and, more generally, deceiving are fundamental human experiences: everyone lies and is
lied to every day. The analysis of lying and deceiving, for a long time, has been a matter of
philosophy and the philosophy of language, ranging from Aquinas to Nietzsche. More recently,
however, lying and, more broadly, deceptive communication has been approached to from the
linguistic angle, when pragmatics, i.e. the investigation of context-dependent meaning, emerged
as a new field. Topics investigated by pragmatic research include, amongst others, the
investigation of the speech act of lying, its relation to assertion, as well as the taxonomy of lying
and deception (Vincent/Castelfranchi 1981). There is much debate as to how the concepts of
deception and lying are to be defined. In the general understanding, lying is a special kind of
deception (Ortony/Gupta 2019). Thus, the notion of deception usually serves as a hypernym for
a multitude of dishonest acts, ranging from lying to misleading, each divisible into numerous
subtypes.  In a broader sense, thus, deception is mostly seen as the successful act of causing
someone to have a false belief, for example, by disclosing part of the truth or by pretending to
be asleep, whereas lying is typically seen as a way of deception by linguistic means. A standard
definition of lying, thus, can be formulated as in (1) (adopted from Viebahn 2019):

(1) The traditional definition of lying
A lies to B if and only if there is a proposition p, such that:

(i) A asserts that p to B, and
(ii) A believes that p is false.

Some authors would, furthermore, add to this the requirement that the speaker has the intention
to deceive (Adler 1997, Mahon 2008). Concerning the question on how the decisive formulation
“A asserts that p” should be spelled out, several researchers have answered this by evoking the
concept of what is said. In this view, a speaker asserts p if and only if p is part of what is said.
This idea can be found in the definition of lying proposed by Stokke (2018), who modifies
condition (i) as follows:

(2) Stokke’s definition of lying
A lies to B if and only if there is a proposition p such that

(i) A says that p to B, and
(ii) A proposes to make it common ground that p,
(iii) A believes that p is false.
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According to this very narrow definition of lying, defended by, amongst others, Carson (2010),
Fallis (2012), Saul (2012), Horn (2017), and Stokke (2018), lying is only possible with what is
said, whereas other cases, verbal or non-verbal, are often regarded as cases of mere
misleading. The border between lying and misleading, then, matches the semantics-pragmatics
boundary. Consider the following examples:

(3) During math class, Clara chatted with Yasemin, who sat next to her. As a punishment,
the math teacher lets the two girls do an additional task during break. Later, at home,
Clara’s mother asks her: „How was school today?“. Clara, who wants revenge on her
teacher, answers:

a) Yasemin and I chatted during class. Because of that, the teacher slapped us.
b) Yasemin and I chatted during class and the teacher punished us. I wonder if it is allowed

to slap pupils...
c) Clara shows her mother a manipulated photography featuring the teacher who is

slapping her and Yasemin.
d) Yasemin and I chatted during class. Because of that, the teacher [punished] us.

                                                                                                          SLAP_
Clara’s mother then believes that the teacher slapped the two girls and she plans to
complain about the teacher to the school principal.

In all four cases, Clara deceives her mother. But whereas in a) the propositional content is false,
in b) what is said is true and only the conversational implicature is false. In c), Clara
communicates non-verbally by showing a picture and in d), the verbally uttered content is true,
whereas the content contributed by the speech-accompanying gesture (SLAP_) is false
(example adapted from Schlenker 2018). In which of the four cases did Clara lie? Which are
cases of mere misleading? At the heart of this project are cases like (3d): is it possible to lie
using gestures?
There is much debate on how to define lying in opposition to misleading. Since to mislead is a
success predicate, the hearer must believe p in the case of misleading, but not in the case of
lying. Furthermore, according to the narrow definition of lying as put forward by Stokke or Saul,
amongst others, lying is restricted to verbally communicated content. Thus, according to
traditional definitions of lying, lying is only possible by means of what is said (Adler 1997, Saul
2012, Horn 2017, Stokke 2018, Viebahn 2019). In our scenario in (3) then, according to a
narrow definition as in (2), only a) features a lie, whereas untruthful implicatures and visual
content are excluded. In sum, in this understanding, asserting p requires saying p, and, as a
consequence, there are no non-verbal lies since the possibility to lie by actions (like pretending
to sleep), by presenting a fake picture (as in 3c) or by using gestures (as in 3d) is ruled out.
However, the recent decade has faced numerous investigations, many of them experimental,
who put forward arguments against such a narrow definition of lying. Most prominently,
Meibauer (2005), (2014) defends a wider concept of lying, which includes also untruthful
implicatures. He argues that lying is possible by asserting p or by an implicature that is based
on an assertion. In his view, deliberately false implicatures are lies since the implicated
proposition is content that the speaker conveys in order to create a false belief, thus, the
speaker is committed to p, despite her knowing that p is false. Consequently, he proposes a
wider definition of lying that includes pragmatic meaning. Thus, in his view, not only (3a), but
also (3b) should count as lying. More recently, researchers from empirical linguistics and
empirical philosophy have entered into the debate by gathering intuitions of average discourse
participants. Their aim is to develop a concept of lying that captures also ordinary uses and lay
people’s understanding of the concept, based on the view that a good definition should be
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consistent with ordinary language and people’s intuitions. Their results show, for the most part,
that a realistic concept of lying, which covers the intuitions of lay people, must be wider and
cannot uphold a strict dividing line between what is said and what is meant. In the following, the
main findings of these studies are shortly summarized.
In the investigation of Or et al. (2017), particularized conversational implicatures (PCIs) pattern
with fully linguistically encoded meaning and are judged as lies. Similarly, Wiegman/Willemsen
(2017) observe that participants rank untruthful implicatures as being on par with untruthful
assertions. A third empirical investigation, Antomo et al. (2018), found that false implicatures are
suitable for lying, but also that participants differentiate between what is said and what is
implicated. Furthermore, Antomo et al. (2018) show that even preschool children derive the
intended implicatures to the same degree as adult controls and judge them as lies.
Thalmann/Chen/Müller/Paluch/Antomo (2021) tested speakers of German and Mandarin
Chinese to gather intuitions about false GCIs and PCIs. In their findings, false GCIs pattern with
lies, whereas more context-dependent deceptive PCIs were judged on a par with non-linguistic
deceptions based on actions (in both languages). The observation that lay people judge at least
some untruthful implicatures as lies is also confirmed by the results of Wiegmann et al. (2021)
and Reins/Wiegmann (2021). Both papers, furthermore, emphasize the correlation between
commitment ratings and lie ratings – we will discuss such a commitment-based definition of
lying below in more detail.
Thus, in sum, the results of the empirical investigation of untruthful implicatures show that a
definition of lying that captures also ordinary uses and lay people’s understanding of the
concept should be extended to include also deceptive implicatures. Note however that
Weissman/Terkourafi (2019) conclude that, apart from repetitions and cardinal numbers,
untruthful implicatures are not perceived as lies, thus, contradicting the results of the
aforementioned studies. However, on closer considerations of their vignettes, it turns out that
their material faces a major weakness in that the speaker’s motive and, consequently, her
intention to deceive is not plausible. In sum, if a definition of lying is meant to capture the usage
and intuitions of lay people, this definition should also include some untruthful implicatures. One
possibility to account for these results is to extend the definition of lying by adding a further
condition to capture implicatures, as proposed by Meibauer (2005), (2014):

(4) Meibauer’s extended definition of lying
A lied at t by uttering the declarative sentence σ iff

(i) A asserted at t that p,
(ii) A actively believed at t that not p,
(iii) or if A thereby conversationally implicated that q, but actively believed that not q.

Such an extended definition is realistic in the sense that it captures the intuitions about lying of
lay people. However, its scope is still limited to standard verbal lies as in (3a) plus deceptive
implicatures as in (3b), while the usages of untruthful gestures or pictures are not included.
There is little research concerning deceptive visual content. Concerning the deceptive use of a
picture as in (3c), Viebahn (2019) argues that there is a strong case to be made for the
possibility of lying with pictures, even on a narrow definition of lying as opposed to misleading.
In his view, it is possible to make statements with pictures, which he corroborates exploring
deniability. In the words of Mazzarella et al. (2018:16), “a content is deniable if the speaker can
deny (when openly challenged) to have had the intention to communicate it” (see also Boogaart
et al. 2020). As Viebahn (2019) observes, in the case of an untruthful implicature such as (3b),
the speaker can withdraw p in response to an accusation. If Clara’s mother later confronts her
daughter with the truth, Clara can deny having meant that p as in (5). According to Viebahn
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(2019), the same is not possible for pictures, in the same way as the propositional content of
(3a) cannot be denied by (5). Thus, he concludes, untruthful implicatures are cases of
misleading (in opposition to the view upheld by Meibauer), whereas deceptive pictures pattern
with linguistic lies as (3a).

(5) I never meant that the teacher slapped us.

Concerning the question whether the speaker retains deniability for her gestures, my intuition is
that this is not the case. After uttering (3d), including the iconic speech-accompanying gesture,
simply denying the gestural content by uttering (5) seems not appropriate. Gathering intuitions
about the deniability of gestures is one aim of this research project and we will come to this
later. While there is little research on deceptive uses of pictures and non-verbal actions, no
empirical research at all has been done on the significance of gestures for the definition of lying.
Obviously, gestures can be used to lead someone into a false belief (as in 3d), but it is an open
question whether the definition of lies needs to be extended to include gestural content. This
question, which is at the heart of the proposed project, will be discussed in more detail below.
Thus, while Meibauer’s extended definition can account for lay people’s intuitions on lying with
implicatures, it still excludes deceptive pictures or gestures. Furthermore, there is good reason
to assume that lying is not restricted to assertions (as defined in Meibauer’s condition a)) –
Viebahn et al. (2020), for instance, conclude that even certain insincere questions can be used
to lie (asking for the keys of my car, for instance, if I don’t have a car). Thus, do we have to
extend the extended definition in (4) by adding conditions for pictures, questions containing
presupposition triggers, and, possibly, gestures? There is another, in my view more promising
way to handle all these potential acts of lying, i.e. a commitment-based account of lying.

B. Commitment-based definitions of lying
According to commitment approaches to lying, the extent to which a speaker is perceived to be
committed to the content conveyed is a central property when lying is judged (Krifka 2019,
Viebahn 2019, Marsili 2020, Reins/Wiegmann 2021, Wiegmann et al. 2021, amongst others).
Thus, according to this view, lying with gestures (like in our example 3d) should be possible if
communicators are committed to their gestures. A desideratum of this research project is thus,
to investigate if gestures involve commitment. Before discussing commitment-based definitions
of lying, the concept of commitment shall be shortly introduced.
Language is social and one aspect of the social character of language has to do with the
changes of the social relation between speaker and addressee that come along with an
utterance. The idea concerning assertions with the propositional content p is that the speaker is
making a commitment concerning p, i.e. taking responsibility for the truth of p (Peirce 1934,
Pagin 2016). For way of illustration, consider the following example.

(6) Peter to Mary: The nanny will pick up the kids today.

Now, imagine that Peter, while uttering (6), would in fact know that the nanny is ill and cannot
pick up the kids. Is it justified to be angry or demand a justification or excuse? Would Peter
suffer some kind of social punishment like a loss of credibility? If so, then this shows that the
addressee of (6) holds Peter accountable for the truth of p (or at least to have good reasons to
assume that p). What is at stake is the notion of commitment. There are different ways how
commitment has been spelled out in the literature. Traditionally, commitment is tied to
assertions (Searle 1969), where by asserting p, the speaker shares what is on her mind and
commits herself to the truth of p (Brandom 1994). Thus, in this more mentalist, Gricean view,
communication is based on sharing beliefs and intentions. More recently, Geurts (2019) and
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Krifka (2019), amongst others, focus on a more social than mentalist perspective by
characterizing commitments as public and social actions to facilitate action coordination.
Whereas in the traditional Gricean view, by uttering (6), the speaker shares what is on her mind,
Geurts (2019) argues that by uttering (6), the speaker becomes committed to the addressee to
act in a way that is consistent with the truth of p. For Peter, it would be consistent with (6), for
example, to go to the supermarket, but not to go to the school in order to pick up the kids, and
the addressee, Mary, will rely on p and coordinate her actions accordingly. The purpose of the
utterance, then, is to undertake this public commitment in order to enable Peter and Mary to
coordinate their actions. Thus, in this view, the social dimension of utterances as devices to
express public commitments is highlighted, whereas commitment is not so much seen as a
matter of beliefs or intentions.
Whereas the exact definition of commitment is not uncontroversial, empirical research on
commitment is faced with the challenge to operationalize the concept in order to make it
measurable. Several studies make use of the view defended by some authors, most recently by
Viebahn (2021), that a commitment to p comes together with a justificatory responsibility to
defend p, or, as Watson (2004) puts it: when p is challenged, the speaker has to defend it by,
for example, giving reasons for believing p, or else the commitment has to be retracted
expressively. Another normative dimension of being committed to something has to do with
punishment and reputational damage in the case of commitment violations (Vullioud et al. 2017,
Marsili 2020). Following this line of reasoning, commitment involves accountability, i.e. the
speaker is risking to suffer a punishment or reputational costs when the proposition she is
committed to is false. If Mary, for instance, discovers that Peter knew that the nanny won’t pick
up the kids, his future trustworthiness might suffer. There are some empirical investigations of
commitment that focus on this social dimension of commitment. Vullioud et al. (2017), for
instance, measure the reputational damage and the trustworthiness attributed to speakers after
an obvious commitment violation. Following Vullioud et al. (2017), Mazzarella et al. (2018) also
operationalize commitment by measuring the reputational costs the speaker suffers when the
content is found to be false. And in the studies presented by Bonalumi et al. (2020),
commitment is operationalized by asking participants to give moral judgements and judgements
about the future trustworthiness of the speaker. Whereas in these studies, commitment is
investigated in terms of its social consequences, Reins/Wiegmann (2021), amongst others,
focus on deniability, as already mentioned above. Imagine that after the utterance of (6), Mary
finds out that the nanny won’t pick up the kids. In this situation, Peter cannot reasonably deny to
have intentionally communicated p in the same manner as presented in (5) (“I never meant that
the nanny is picking up the kids today!”). Thus, from the observation that deniability of p is not
possible, it is concluded that by uttering (6), Peter is committed to p.
Another question that research has addressed only recently, concerns the relation between
commitment and the taxonomy of meaning. The question is whether communicators are only
committed to what is said or also to pragmatic content. In the following example from
Reins/Wiegmann (2021:6), Dennis conversationally implicates (+>) that he will not attend the
party. If he later shows up at the party, does he has to justify himself?

(7) Rebecca: Are you going to Paul’s party?
Dennis: I have to work. (+> I will not attend the party because I have to work.)

Different views have been proposed on this topic: Traditionally, it is assumed that commitments
are only made for fully linguistically encoded meaning. In this view, thus, communicators are
more strongly (or even exclusively) committed to what is said than to what is meant (see, for
example, Morency et al. 2008, Reboul 2017). This reasoning is based on the ground that a
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conversational implicature as in (7) is characterized by its cancellability in the Gricean sense.
Furthermore, whereas asserted meaning cannot be simply denied by the speaker, a speaker
can deny having intended the implicated content (see Reins/Wiegmann 2021). In a situation,
where Dennis later shows up at Paul’s party, Dennis can say: “I never meant that I would not
come.” Since conversational implicatures are hypotheses of the addressee, it is reasonable to
assume that the speaker is less responsible, less committed to them. On the other hand, there
are also researchers who argue that the saying-meaning distinction is not that crucial for the
concept of commitment and that communicators are also committed to implicatures
(Wilson/Sperber 1995, Meibauer 2005, 2014, Geurts 2019). The reasons given for this are,
firstly, that implicatures like the one in example (7) are intended by the speaker, therefore she is
responsible for them. Secondly, as Antomo et al. (2018) and Wiegmann et al. (2021) put it,
implicatures are often highly relevant and the attempt to deny them is not always plausible:
Dennis’ reply in example (7) would not be relevant without the implicated meaning, therefore,
they conclude, the speaker is committed to the inferred meaning. Following from this,
Wiegmann et al. (2021) argue that the possibility to convincingly deny an implicature depends
much on the relevance of the implicated content. Note, that this view is in direct opposition to
Viebahn (2019), who classifies untruthful implicatures as cases of mere misleading, since, in his
opinion, they are deniable (as mentioned above).
There is little empirical research on commitment and the saying-meaning-distinction. Mazzarella
et al. (2018) measure the reputational costs resulting from commitment violations from asserted,
presupposed, and implicated content. Their results show no difference concerning reputational
costs between presuppositions and what is said, but lower reputational damage in the case of
wrong implicatures. From this, they conclude that the perceived degree of commitment is higher
for saying and presupposing than for implicatures and that commitment is a matter of degree. In
contrast, Bonalumi et al. (2020), who investigate the folk intuitions about promises, conclude
that the role of the saying-meaning distinction might be overstated. The results of their study
show no difference between explicit and implicit meaning with regards to commitment. Instead,
they propose that the decisive factor is the relevance of the content. These results are
supported by the experimental studies run by Wiegmann et al. (2021), who observe that “a
speaker is considered to have committed herself to the truth of an implicature if her utterance
would not be relevant at all without deriving the implicature”. As an interim summary, what can
be noted is that the theoretical concept of commitment is benefiting from empirical
investigations, which have shown that commitment is a matter of degree and that the strength of
commitment might vary depending on factors as the saying-meaning distinction or the relevance
of the content.
Coming back to commitment-based approaches of lying. Recall that in a narrow definition of
lying as in (2), lying is only possible with fully linguistically encoded meaning, whereas empirical
investigations suggest a wider definition of lies. Now, the results of several studies show that
there is a strong correlation between the degree of commitment and the degree to which an
utterance is perceived as a lie (Marsili 2020, Reins/Wiegmann 2021, and Wiegmann et al. 2021,
amongst others). Reins/Wiegmann (2021), for instance, tested untruthful GCIs, PCIs,
presuppositions and non-verbal actions. Strikingly, in these studies, deniability, as a tool to
measure commitment, predicts lie ratings. From this, the authors conclude that commitment is
the best predictor for lie ratings and they propose to define lying as “to communicate a believed-
false claim in such a way that one is perceived as being committed to the claim”
(Reins/Wiegmann 2021:25). Krifka (2019:78f), too, argues that “a lie is a commitment to a
proposition that is false.” Similarly, Viebahn (2019) proposes the following commitment-based
definition of lying to account for linguistic and pictorial lies:
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(8) Viebahn’s commitment-based definition of lying
A lies to B if and only if there is a proposition p such that:
(i) A performs a communicative act C addressed to B with the content p;
(ii) by performing C, A commits herself to p; and
(iii)  A believes that p is false.

The important differences to the traditional definitions featured in (1) and (2) lie within the
conditions i) and ii): A communicative act covers not only semantic and pragmatic meaning, but
also visual content such as pictural communicative acts. What is decisive is commitment, where
being committed to p is understood in the sense of taking on responsibility to defend p if
challenged and that the speaker cannot convincingly deny having claimed that p (deniability).
The crucial point is that, according to this definition, our initial examples (implicature: 3b, picture:
3c, and gesture: 3d) can potentially be lies, since implicated and non-verbal content is not
excluded. The essential factor is commitment. For implicatures, there are results discussed
above that suggest that speakers are perceived to be committed to at least some implicatures.
For the case of deceptive pictures, Viebahn (2019) argues in the same way. But what about
deceptive gestures as in (3d)? Whereas there is research on the semantics-pragmatics
boundary and its role for commitment attribution, little work has been done on the distinction
between verbal and visual content.  Thus, against the background of the discussed preliminary
work and benefiting from the proven ways to operationalize commitment, this project will raise
the question of whether the verbal-visual boundary affects commitment. Do people perceive
communicators to be committed to their gestural meaning content? And if so: Does verbally
communicated meaning involve a higher perception of commitment than gestural meaning?  Do
untruthful gestures count as lies?

C. Lying with visual means
Against the background of this preliminary work, this project will focus on the questions whether
speakers are perceived to be committed to their gestures and whether lying is possible with
gestures. If we adopt a commitment-based view on lying, these two questions are strongly
related.
Human language involves multiple modalities. Spontaneous communication happens in multiple
ways such as spoken or signed language, facial expressions, eye gazes, body posture, or
manual gestures. However, linguistic research has focused on verbal (and written)
communication for a long time.  Accordingly, existing theories of commitment cover verbal and
written communication, whereas little research has been done on the question of whether we
are also committed to visual content. In this project, we will focus on manual gestures, i.e.
communicative movements of hands and arms transporting content (Peirce 1903, Kendon
1980, McNeill 1992, Iverson/Goldin-Meadow 1998, Müller 1998). Imagine Mary uttering (9)
while making an iconic gesture, illustrating an aspect of the object:

(9) Mary: Peter is bringing [his pet].

            BUNNY EARS_

This multimodal utterance does not only convey the meaning that Peter is bringing his pet, but
also the additional information that this pet is a bunny. The latter information is realized by a
corresponding speech-accompanying gesture (co-speech gesture), which is temporally aligned
with his pet (see, amongst others, Pittenger et al. 1960, Kendon 1980, McNeil 1992, Loehr
2004). This simple example shows that speech and gesture jointly contribute to the meaning of
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an utterance. While the gesture in example (9) is iconic, i.e. it resembles one aspect of the
object, there are numerous other types of gestures, like pointing gestures to establish reference,
metaphoric gestures or beats, amongst others (McNeill 1992, see Müller 1998 for an overview).
Furthermore, gestures can be speech-accompanying like in (9) or they can replace the verbally
uttered message as in (10), what we call pro-speech gestures (Ladewig 2012,
Schlenker/Chemla 2018):

(10) Peter has a BUNNY EARS_ .

Thus, gestures contribute semantic content on the visual domain (Kendon 1980, McNeill 1992).
But to what extend are communicators committed to their content? By uttering (9), is Mary only
responsible for the proposition that Peter will bring a pet or also for the additional information
that this pet is a rabbit? Does she has to suffer reputational damage if it later turns out that
Peter has a dog instead of a rabbit? And related to this question: is lying possible? Since there
is a correlation between commitment and lies, the investigation of deceptive gestures can
provide fruitful insights for both concepts.
It is clear that the distinction between verbal and gestural content is decisive in specific
institutionalized contexts such as legal contexts. At a wedding ceremony, for instance, what
counts is a verbal as well as written agreement, whereas a nodding of the head is not sufficient.
But apart from these highly institutionalized events, where verbal and written communication
has a privileged status, the picture is less clear. On the one hand, verbal communication is
primary, thus it is conceivable that communicators are not equally committed to their gestures
than to spoken content. On the other hand, in contrast to implicatures, gestures are not
cancellable and it is not the addressee who is responsible for the calculation of the gesture,
thus, it is conceivable that gestures are more part of what is said than implicatures.
Furthermore, the gesture content is recognized to be intended by the speaker. Thus, one can
argue that the addressee expects gestural content to fulfill a requirement of relevance.
Very little empirical research has been done on this topic. Bonalumi et al. (2020:363) discuss
shortly non-linguistic communication. In their example, by raising the eyebrows and producing a
sound of satisfaction while tasting a glass of wine, the communicator will be perceived as
committed to the idea that the wine is good. They argue that what matters for commitment is
what is put into the Common Ground, irrespective of whether the relevant content is semantic,
pragmatic or visual. Furthermore, their approach highlights the attributed relevance of the
content: in their view, communicators are committed to what makes their contribution relevant.
These intuitions are confirmed by the results of Reins/Wiegmann (2021). Reins/Wiegmann
(2021) investigate deceptive non-verbal actions such as showing a lottery check or a fake police
badge. In their experiments, participants, after reading a vignette, had to judge, amongst others,
whether the agents could convincingly claim not to have communicated that p (deniability) and
whether they thought that the agents intended p to become shared belief (common ground).
The results show that the participants perceived that communicators were committed to these
non-verbal actions.
While there is little research on the assessment of commitment of non-verbal actions, no
empirical research at all has been done on the significance of gestures for a theory of
commitment and lying. The question arises as to whether the content of gestures is deniable,
for instance. We know that asserted meaning cannot be simply withdrawn by the speaker,
whereas a communicator can deny having intended his implicated content. But what about the
gestural content of the examples (9) and (10)? Intuitively, Mary cannot simply step back from
this content by denying it as in (11):
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(11) I never meant that Peter’s pet is a rabbit! I knew he had a dog!

However, to address this issue, empirical research to capture the folk intuition of commitment
has to be done. Furthermore, the relevance of the gesture content seems to play an important
role. In contexts, for instance, where the exact size of Peter’s pet is decisive, the relevance of
the gesture is increased and, therefore, the speaker might be perceived as more committed to
it.
Concerning gestures, lying and commitment, there are a lot of open questions. Possibly, the
extent to which a speaker is committed to her gestures depends on multiple variables. One
such factor might be the distinction between co-speech and pro-speech gestures. Recent
research has argued that co-speech gestures are typically not part of the at-issue meaning in
the sense of Potts (2005) (see Ebert/Ebert 2014, Ebert/Ebert/Hörnig 2020). This means that
their content is more part of the background and not aiming to target the current topic of the
conversation (or the current Question Under Discussion in the terminology of Roberts 1996,
Simons et al. 2010). Furthermore, as contributions on the not-at-issue domain, co-speech
gestures typically project and cannot be challenged directly, as shown by, amongst others,
Ebert/Ebert (2014) and Ebert/Ebert/Hörnig (2020). For the case of pro-speech gestures, in
contrast, Ladewig (2012) and Schlenker (2020) have argued that they express at-issue content.
As a consequence, pro-speech gestures can be the target of a direct challenge like “That’s not
true” (the correlation between at-issueness and being challengeable has seen empirical support
by Antomo 2012, 2015, 2016). Since pro-speech gestures are at-issue, this corresponds to an
increased relevance of the gesture. Recall that Wiegmann et al. (2021) observe a higher degree
of perceived commitment for content that is contextually relevant. Thus, it is conceivable that
commitment is higher for pro-speech gestures than for co-speech gestures, correspondingly,
pro-speech gestures should be more similar to lies than speech-accompanying gestures.
Until now, we have only considered iconic gestures. What about a pointing gesture as in (12)?

(12) Peter took [the stairs].

                          UPWARD_

It is possible that there is a difference between iconic and pointing gestures concerning
commitment, where the latter are perceived as more similar to verbal deictic expressions and,
thus, involve a higher degree of commitment. This remains an open question and this project
aims at filling this gap by conducting empirical investigations. The results on this issue may
provide insights relevant for the proposed project “Pointing and Reference in Gesture and Sign”
(PIs: Steiner-Mayr, Steinbach), which aims at developing a formal semantic theory for pointing,
and vice versa.
Another point of interest to be investigated is the interaction of gestures and commitment
specifiers, i.e. expressions such as honestly or by God that affect the level of commitment (see
Faller 2019, Krifka 2019 for more details). Imagine example (12) is complemented by the
expression By God, which raises the level of commitment by invoking a divine witness. Is the
gesture interpreted within the scope of this specifier? Again, how these devices interact with
gestures is an open question up to the present and further research on this topic is planned
within this proposed project.
Bonalumi et al. (2020) argue that what matters for commitment is what is put into the Common
Ground, an intuition that is confirmed by the results of Reins/Wiegmann (2021), and even
Stokkes narrow definition of lying (see 2ii) champions content that becomes shared belief. Is the
content of gestures part of the proposition to be put into the Common Ground? We can test
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whether a proposition has been added to the common ground by the following operation
adapted from Krifka (2019:85). Imagine that, after the utterance of (12), another discourse
participant agrees by saying “I believe it, too.” Which part of the initial utterance (12) is approved
by this? Only the verbal or also the gestural content? Here too, further research must determine
whether gestural content is part of what is put into the Common Ground.
As a summary of the discussion, it may be stated that deceptive gestures have received little
attention so far by linguistic research. Since commitment attribution is crucial to answering the
question whether gestures can be used to lie, further research, especially empirical one, must
be conducted. This project aims at filling this gap. The main aspects of our investigations are
thus the investigation of untruthful gestures and the related question whether gestures involve
commitment. These issues will be investigated in one PhD-project, which will be outlined in
more detail below. Thus, the research project fits well into the overarching aim of ViCom to
advance linguistic theory by taking into account visual means of communication. Furthermore, it
connects to a range of other proposed projects (see 6.2).

Preliminary work
As a direct preliminary work, in cooperation with Alex Wiegmann (University of Bochum), I have
run a first pilot study with a small sample of vignettes featuring pro- and co-speech gestures to
gather judgements on lying and commitment. The first results show that lie ratings depend to a
large extend on the gesture type, and, furthermore, that commitment ratings predict lie ratings.
Furthermore, I have been involved in several investigations in relation to the proposed project
on thematic and methodological issues: I have published two journal papers on the empirical
investigation of lying with implicatures (Antomo/Müller/Paluch/Paul/Thalmann 2018,
Thalmann/Chen/Müller/Paluch/Antomo 2021). In Antomo/Müller/Paluch/Paul/Thalmann (2018),
we present two experiments in which we investigated whether adults and preschool children
judge untruthful implicatures, presented as short video sequences, as lies. Our results show
that false implicatures are categorized as lies, but also that participants differentiate between
false asserted content and false implicatures. The alleged difference between untruthful GCIs
and untruthful PCIs is investigated in Thalmann/Chen/Müller/Paluch/Antomo (2021). Here, we
argue, based on the results of four experiments for German and Mandarin Chinese, that the
difference between GCIs and PCIs can be reflected in their untruthful usages: In a forced-
choice task, false GCIs resemble false verbal content and were classified as lies, while false
PCIs are congruent with non-linguistic deceptions based on actions. Furthermore, the response
behavior of German-speaking and Chinese-speaking participants was very similar when
sociocultural factors are controlled for. Another area related to the research project is the
investigation of (not-)at-issueness. Recent research has argued that co-speech gestures are
typically not part of the at-issue meaning, whereas pro-speech gestures express at-issue
content. It is highly possible that this difference is reflected in the domain of deceptive uses of
gestures. I have considerable experience investigating empirically (not-)at-issueness. In Antomo
(2012), (2015), (2016), (not-)at-issueness is measured by gathering judgements on
challengeability. Other empirical investigations of (the acquisition) of (not-)at-issueness are
featured in Antomo/Chen/Thalmann (2021).
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1.2 Project-related publications

1.2.1 Articles published by outlets with scientific quality assurance, book publications,
and works accepted for publication but not yet published.

Publications are ordered by relevance (i and ii on lying; iii – vi on (not-)at-issueness):
i. Antomo, M./Müller, S./Paluch, M./Paul, K./Thalmann, M. (2018): When children aren’t more logical than adults: An

empirical investigation of lying by falsely implicating. In: Journal of Pragmatics 138, 135-148.
ii. Thalmann, M./Chen, Y./Müller, S./Paluch, M./Antomo, M. (2021): Against PCI-GCI uniformity. Evidence from

deceptive language in German and Chinese. In: Linguistische Berichte 267, 355-385.
iii. Antomo, M./Chen, Y./Thalmann, M. (2021): (Un)Selbstständigkeit von Sätzen und Main Point of Utterance:

Appositive Relativsätze und deren Erwerb. In: Külpmann, R./Finkbeiner, R. (ed.): Neues zur Selbstständigkeit von
Sätzen. Linguistische Berichte Special issue 30, 257-279.

iv. Antomo, M. (2016): Marking (not)-at-issue content by using word-order variation in German. In: Reich, I./Speyer,
A. (ed.): Co- and subordination in German and other languages. Linguistische Berichte Special issue 21, 21-54.

v. Antomo, M. (2012): Projective Meaning and the Licensing of Embedded Root Phenomena. In: Boone, E./Linke,
K./Schulpen, M. (ed.):  Proceedings of ConSOLE XIX, Leiden, 1-23.

1.2.2 Other publications, both peer-reviewed and non-peer-reviewed

vi. Antomo, M. (2015): Abhängige Sätze in einem fragebasierten Diskursmodell. PhD thesis, Georg-August-
Universität Göttingen (http://hdl.handle.net/11858/00-1735-0000-0022-5D89-5).

2 Objectives and work programme

2.1 Anticipated total duration of the project

36 months (intended starting date: October 1, 2022)

2.2 Objectives

This research project pursues the main objective to investigate deceptive gestures. By doing so,
we aim to enhance the concept of lying and the theory of commitment in order that they are able
to capture gestural meaning contributions by conducting experimental studies. Our two major
issues are, thus, empirical (gather new data on (deceptive) gestures and commitment) and
theoretical (implementation of gestural meaning contributions into theoretical notions of
commitment and lying). Thus, the project contributes directly to the overarching objective of the
Priority Programme ViCom by investigating the significance of the verbal – visual distinction in
commitment attribution and the theory of lying. The specific research questions we aim to
answer are:
Q1: Are untruthful gestures perceived as lies or is lying bound to verbal communication?
Which factors influence the answer to question Q1 (at-issueness, relevance of the gesture, co-
versus pro-speech, iconic versus pointing, amongst others)? Do existing definitions of lying
have to be reconsidered to account for deceptive gestures?
Q2: Do gestures involve speaker commitment?
Are gestures part of the proposition to be put into the Common Ground? Which factors influence
the answer to question Q2 and to what extent? Do existing definitions of commitment have to be
reconsidered to account for gestures?
Q3: Does commitment correlate with lying?
Do ratings in the commitment condition predict ratings in the lying condition? Is a commitment-
based notion of lying on the right track? Can it account for untruthful gestures?
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2.3 Work programme including proposed research methods

It is planned to conduct systematic empirical studies on (deceptive) gestures and commitment
by working with visual data and stimuli captured on video to elicit lay people’s intuitions.
Experiments with regard to Q1: The general approach is to present participants short stories
captured on video. In each vignette, the target utterance following a written background
scenario comprises a gesture (co-speech or pro-speech). Where the gesture is speech-
accompanying, its content expresses additional information to the verbal content. Furthermore,
the gesture content is always untruthful, whereas the verbal content is not. All factors that are
not investigated (as the moral bearing or the possible damage created by the false gestural
content, amongst others) are kept as constant as possible. For way of illustration, consider
again our initial example (3d). In the target utterance (Clara’s answer, 3d), captured on video,
the verbal content true, whereas the content of the iconic co-speech gesture is false and
untruthful. To evaluate whether lay people perceive cases like (3d) as lies, we plan to gather
judgements on a Likert scale using the following test questions:

(13) Clara lied to her mother. (I totally agree (1) – I totally disagree (7))
Clara deceived her mother. (I totally agree (1) – I totally disagree (7))

Furthermore, the same vignettes will be tested in forced choice experiments with the following
response options, to investigate whether these judgements are robust and remain so even if the
participants are given the possibility of classifying the questions as misleading or deceiving
without being a lie.

(14) Clara lied to her mother./Clara deceived her mother./Clara misled her mother.
Response options: yes/no

A first pilot study conducted in cooperation with Alex Wiegmann has shown that lie ratings
depend to a large extend on the gesture type. Thus, this experimental design will allow us to
test more specific predictions concerning different types of gestures. We intend to run different
experiments testing the following oppositions:
· Co-speech gestures versus pro-speech gestures: Our pilot study shows great differences

between pro-speech and co-speech gestures concerning lie ratings, where pro-speech
gestures pattern nearly with verbal controls. Since pro-speech gestures are typically at-issue,
our hypothesis is that lie judgements are higher than for not-at-issue co-speech gestures.

· Iconic versus pointing co-speech gestures: We expect also differences within the group of
co-speech gestures. The results of the pilot study suggest that speech-accompanying
pointing gestures are perceived to be similar to verbal lies, whereas speech-accompanying
iconic gestures were mainly judged as deceptions. We would like to investigate whether
these preliminary results can be replicated with a larger sample size to make sound
statements on this.

· As Wiegmann et al. (2021) suggest, the relevance of a meaning component might be
decisive for lie ratings. Thus, in a further experiment we intend to manipulate the relevance of
the gesture, using the same target utterances in different settings to test if this hypothesis is
also valid for gestural content.

In all experiments, verbal utterances without gestural content will serve as a baseline for lie
ratings. Furthermore, we intend to run an experiment investigating false (co- and pro-speech)
emoji as another instance of visual meaning. It is planned to use the same test questions as
featured above to investigate whether untruthful usages of emoji pattern with gestures (like ‘ ’

in written versions of (9) and (10): “Peter is bringing his pet .”/”Peter has a “.).
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In sum, we plan to run about at least three experiments with regard to Q1 and one further study
for the investigation of deceptive emoji plus the same material in a forced choice paradigm.
If the results of the experiments for Q1 show that participants perceive examples like (3d) as
lies, condition (i) of Stokke’s definition needs revision since, in this case, it has to incorporate
gestural content, or at least some gesture types. One promising way of modelling condition (i) in
order to cover also other means of content than what is said is a commitment-based definition
of lying. What is at stake is the question whether communicators are perceived to be committed
to their gestures – this issue and related questions are at the heart of the experiments we plan
to run concerning Q2.
Experiments with regard to Q2: Are speaker perceived to be committed to their gestures? In
order to answer this question, we intend to run experiments to gather intuitions on this issue.
For this aim, we intend to use the same vignettes as for the experiments designed for Q1.
Bonalumi et al. (2020) have shown that commitment can be operationalized by measuring, in a
wider sense, reputational costs. Reins/Wiegmann (2021) and Wiegmann et al. (2021) add to
this tasks where participants have to judge the accountability of the speaker with respect to the
content p and the possibility to withdraw p (deniability). Based on these preliminary studies, we
intend to measure commitment by asking a question about the future reliability of the speaker,
furthermore judgements concerning accountability and deniability will be collected using a 7-
point-Likert scale (I totally agree (1) – I totally disagree (7)):

Reputational costs: If you were Clara’s mother, you would believe Clara in the future.
Accountability: If Clara’s mother later finds out that the teacher did not slap the girls, Clara will
have to explain herself.
Deniability: If Clara’s mother later finds out that the teacher did not slap the girls, it is sufficient
if Clara explains: “I did not mean that the teacher slapped us.”

Again, several predictions regarding different gesture types will be tested:
· We predict that commitment is higher for pro-speech gestures than for co-speech gestures,

since the former express at-issue content.
· Furthermore, our pilot study shows a higher degree of commitment for pointing gestures than

iconic gestures. We will verify these results by conducting systematic studies.
· It is conceivable that the degree a communicator is perceived to be committed to a content p

depends on the contextual relevance of p. Therefore, we intend to test this hypothesis by
manipulating the relevance of the gestural content.

Thus, we intend to run at least three experiments with regard to Q2. Furthermore, an additional
investigation concerning commitment and the use of selected emoji is planned (see above).
Beside the experimental studies to gather judgements on commitment, we intend to investigate
the interaction of gestures and commitment specifiers, i.e. expressions such as honestly or by
God, that affect the level of commitment (see Krifka 2019 for more details). According to Krifka
(2019:81), with the adverbial honestly, for instance, the speaker excludes dishonest or joking
commitments. Does this also apply to the gestural content or only to the verbally communicated
meaning of (15)? Would (15b) be a felicitous continuation to (15a)?

(15) a) Honestly, I will never by you a pet (+ bunny ears)
b) A hamster is the only thing I would allow.

How these devices interact with gestures is an open question up to the present. The answer to
the question whether gestural content can be modified by a commitment specifier has
significant impact on whether and how gestural content is part of the statement made. We will
explore whether (at least some types of) gestures can be the target of commitment specifiers by
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designing an experiment where subjects are going to be asked to give judgements on possible
(written) continuations to utterances including gestures captured on video (as in 15).
Experiments in Chinese: The experiments described so far will be done in German. To gain a
first approximation to the question whether the results of Q1 and Q2 can be generalized to other
languages and cultures, a subset of the experiments described for Q1 and Q2 will be adapted to
Chinese and run with Chinese speaking participants. Yuqiu Chen, PhD student at the University
of Göttingen, has agreed to translate the vignettes into Chinese and to help with the recruitment
of Chinese-speaking participants. Chen and the PI of this project have already gained
experience with the cross-linguistic investigation of lies: In Thalmann/Chen/Müller/Paluch/
Antomo (2021), we describe the results of experiments we conducted in German and Chinese
with regard to deceptive GCIs and PCIs. In these experiments, we could find only marginal
differences between the judgements of the German-speaking sample and those of the Chinese-
speaking participants. Thus, we intend to translate at least one experiment from Q1 (co-speech
versus pro-speech) and to run it in Chinese in two versions to gather judgements about lying
(Q1) and commitment (Q2).
Q3 and theoretical implementation: The results of the proposed experiments will be
implemented in standard theoretical frameworks and they will allow us to develop new
hypotheses about the theoretical concepts of lying and commitment, thereby also addressing
the issue of visual communication. We predict a correlation between commitment and lying,
more precisely, we predict that commitment ratings in Q2 (reputational costs, deniability,
accountability) track lie ratings in Q1. An analysis of the data will help to answer the questions in
Q3, i.e. if a commitment-based definition of lying is on the right track and if it can account for
untruthful gestures.
Timetable and milestones: Based on our experience with previous experiments, we estimate
that the totality of the planned experiments will take up to 24 months (experiment set-up,
testing, data analysis). During this phase, the doctoral student will collaborate intensively with
the PI (Antomo) as well as our cooperation partners (Ebert, Steinbach: experts for visual
communication; Wiegmann: expert for the empirical investigation of lies; and Chen for the
experiments in Chinese). Furthermore, we estimate six months at the beginning of the project to
work through the empirical and theoretical literature and 18 months (temporally overlapping with
the second half of the experiments) towards the end of the project to implement the
experimental results within the theories of lying and commitment. During this phase, the
doctoral student and the PI will work closely and they will interact intensively with our
cooperative partner Meibauer (expert on the linguistics of lying).

Months
1-6

Months
 7-12

Months
13-18

Months
19-24

Months
25-30

Months
31-36

Introductory
Experiments w.r.t. Q1
Experiments w.r.t. Q2
Experiments on Chinese; emoji
Q 3 and theoretical
implementation; dissemination

To conclude, by gathering empirical insights on gestures, we aim to challenge existing
definitions of lying and commitment, in order that they become prepared to meet the specific
properties of gestural meaning. In doing so, the proposed project contributes directly to one of
the overall goals of ViCom, i.e. to develop theories that capture multimodality in human
communication.
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