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Pragmatic Impairment

Pragmatics — the way we interact using more than just language — is
particularly problematic for people with communication disorders.
Through an extensive analysis of how pragmatics can go wrong. this
book not only provides a novel and clinically useful account of pragmatic
impairment, but it also throws new light on how pragmatics functions in
healthy individuals. The aim of this book is to bring mainstream and
clinical pragmatics together by showing that, not only can our under-
standing of pragmatics be aided by the study of pragmatic impairment,
but that clinical and theoretical pragmatics are better served by treating
pragmatic ability and disability within a single framework. It is the first
book on this topic to be aimed primarily at linguists and psycholinguists
rather than clinicians, and includes illustrative material on conditions
such as autism and aphasia and a wide range of other communication
disorders in both children and adults.

MICHAEL PERKINS is Professor of Clinical Linguistics in the
Department of Human Communication Sciences at the University of
Sheffield.
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Transcription conventions

[p"l  Phonetic transcription
/p/  Phonemic transcription
@) Very short pause
Short pause
- Longer pause
(3.0) Pause length in seconds
: Stressed syllable
Falling tone
Rising tone
- Rising-falling tone
; Falling-rising tone
Tl Marked rise or fall in pitch
[text] Textenclosed in square brackets on consecutive lines of a transcript
denotes overlapping talk
Text between degree signs is quieter than surrounding talk
o Underlining indicates emphasis
(——) Dashes in parentheses denote unintelligible syllables
11 Text between up arrows is higher in pitch than surrounding talk
: Colons indicate that a sound is prolonged

Phonetic symbols are from the International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA,
2005).
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1 Introduction

1.1 Aims

This book aims to identify areas of common ground between pragmatics,
pragmatic impairment, language, cognition and communication. It is
unusual in that it accords equal weight to each, and focuses on the synergy
between them.

Apart from recent interest in ‘mind-reading’ problems in autism by some
practitioners of mainstream pragmatics (e.g. Wilson, 2005), the nature of
pragmatic impairment and therefore its potential significance for prag-
matics generally is largely unknown outside clinical circles. The few books
published on pragmatic impairment (e.g. Gallagher, 1991; Leinonen, Letts
and Smith, 2000; McTear and Conti-Ramsden, 1992; Miiller, 2000; Smith
and Leinonen, 1992) are written primarily for clinicians and for the most
part aim to show how various pragmatic theories and analytical frameworks
may be applied in the description, assessment and treatment of communi-
cation disorders. Furthermore, although generally excellent in meeting their
stated clinical aims, their focus tends to be rather narrow — for example,
concentrating exclusively on developmental disorders. In addition, because
their primary interest is in application rather than theory, they also tend to
be both eclectic and uncritical with regard to the pragmatic theories they
make use of. The lack of two-way traffic between pragmatic theory and
clinical practice is perhaps surprising given the growing number of research-
ers in areas such as syntax and semantics who regularly take into account
language pathologies in their attempts to understand normal language
processing and to evaluate linguistic theories. But it remains the case that
hardly any journal articles — let alone books — have so far considered how
pragmatic impairment may inform our understanding of pragmatic theory
and normal language use. This is one motivation for the current book.
Another is the large number of years spent by the author attempting to
analyse conversations involving people with a wide range of so-called
pragmatic impairments, but generally — it must be admitted — with varying
levels of success. Labelling a stretch of discourse using categories derived

1



2 Pragmatic impairment

from various pragmatic theories is not particularly difficult, but what it
provides is a description rather than an explanation. These motivations are
addressed by the first three aims of the book, which are:

Aim 11 to show how our understanding of pragmatics and pragmatic theory can
be informed and extended by the study of pragmatic impairment

Aim 2: toevaluate a range of pragmatic theories and analytical methods in terms
of how well they account for pragmatic impairments

Aim 3: to provide a model of pragmatics which is applicable to pragmatic ability
and disability alike, and which affords a sense of explanation rather than
mere description.

The sense of explanation referred to in Aim 3 stems partly from identifying
the capacities and processes which underlie pragmatic behaviour. This is no
easy task, and also depends on how pragmatics is defined. In the opening
paragraph of a recent encyclopedia article on pragmatics, Sperber and
Wilson (2005: 468) define the term in its ‘broad’ sense as covering ‘a range
of loosely related research programmes from formal studies of deictic
expressions to sociological studies of ethnic verbal stereotypes’, before
proceeding to focus exclusively on one sense of the term. The rationale for
their specific focus — namely, ‘the study of how contextual factors interact
with linguistic meaning in the interpretation of utterances’ — is that it has
‘been of interest to linguists and philosophers of language in the past thirty
years or so’. This is absolutely justified in an encyclopedia article aimed at
philosophers, but at the same time reflects the ease with which issues deemed
extraneous (for whatever reason) to one’s particular concerns can be
ignored. The particular focus used in this book derives from an extensive
analysis of how pragmatics may be impaired, following the maxim that we
only become truly aware of the nature of a mechanism or process by
examining what happens when it goes wrong. The underlying capacities
which appear to be involved in pragmatic breakdown are reflected in Aim 4:

Aim 4: to examine in detail the role of cognition, language and sensorimotor
systems in pragmatic processing.

This engenders rather a broad interpretation of pragmatics, as we shall see
in Chapter 2. Nonetheless, unlike the ‘range of loosely related research
programmes’ referred to above by Sperber and Wilson, the broad view of
pragmatics covered in this book aims to be holistic while at the same time
being principled and coherent. Meeting Aim 4 entails a further aim:

Aim 5:  to compare modular and interactional approaches to pragmatics.

While respecting and incorporating the achievements of research on com-
munication and communication impairment carried out within a modular



Introduction 3

paradigm, the emphasis of this book is on the interaction and co-dependency
of the constituents of cognition, language, sensory input and motor output,
rather than on their dissociation and discreteness. This is partly motivated by
the specific focus of pragmatics on communication between individuals and,
as we shall see, by the way in which language and cognition can be seen as
interpersonal phenomena, extending beyond the individual. Aim 6 is a sig-
nificant by-product of Aims 1-5:

Aim 6: to illustrate the nature of pragmatic impairments using a wide range of
material from both developmental and acquired communication disorders
(e.g. autistic spectrum disorder, specific language impairment, Williams
syndrome, Down’s syndrome, aphasia, traumatic brain injury, right hemi-
sphere brain damage).

Handbooks and encyclopedias apart, it is rare to find a comprehensive
range of impairments targeted in works on communication disorder and
speech and language pathology. Because of this, interesting parallels and
similarities and evidence of wider principles at work are sometimes missed.

1.2 Influences

To provide a flavour of where the book is coming from, and to allow
readers to form an impression of what they’re letting themselves in for, 1
would like to briefly — but gratefully — acknowledge what I see as its main
intellectual antecedents and influences. One of the greatest of these has
been the interactive — or what one might call the ‘melting-pot’ — approach
of Elizabeth Bates, whose work spans not only pragmatics but also lan-
guage development, psycholinguistics, cross-linguistic perspectives, devel-
opmental and adult acquired language disorders and much else besides.
Bates was not too keen on the notion of pragmatics as a narrow concept
and tended to avoid the term. She writes that ‘[w]ithin the interactive camp,
pragmatics is not viewed as a single domain at all. Instead, it can be viewed
as the cause of linguistic structure, the set of communicative pressures
under which all the other linguistic levels have evolved’ (Bates, 2003:
262). While similar in breadth and spirit, my own approach focuses on
causation in the opposite direction, taking the stance that pragmatics may
be seen as the emergent outcome of interactions between cognition, lan-
guage and sensorimotor systems within and between individuals as moti-
vated by the requirements of interpersonal communication. A related
influence is the work of Annette Karmiloff-Smith (e.g. Karmiloff-Smith,
1998), whose ‘neuroconstructivist’ account of developmental communica-
tion disorders puts compensatory adaptation at the heart of the develop-
mental process. Her specific focus is on cognitive neuropsychology — i.e.



4 Pragmatic impairment

the internal ecosystem of the individual. In my own approach — let us call
it ‘emergentist pragmatics’ — the ecosystem within which compensation
operates is expanded to encompass the interpersonal domain. This exten-
sion of compensation from the intrapersonal into the interpersonal is
inspired by the work of cognitive scientists such as Andy Clark (e.g.
Clark, 1997), whose conception of emergence and of distributed cognition
I have found particularly convincing. A further powerful influence at the
interpersonal level has been Conversation Analysis (CA), particularly the
work of Emanuel Schegloff, Charles Goodwin and others (e.g. Goodwin,
1995; Schegloff, 2003) who have used CA to analyse interactions involv-
ing people with communication impairments, and who tend to see man-
ifestations of the impairment as evidence of interactive solutions to
underlying problems, rather than as primary deficits per se. A related
influence is the work of Herb Clark (e.g. Clark, 1996), whose “joint action
theory” — a blend of CA, social psychology and reworked elements of
Austin’s original version of Speech Act Theory — sees communicative
interaction between individuals as indivisibly conjoint, rather than being
reducible to the sum of their separate contributions. A further interwoven
strand is the view of Charles Goodwin and others (e.g. Goodwin, 2000a) —
also taken on board by Clark — that interpersonal communication is
inextricably multimodal — i.e. that separate symbolic systems such as
language. gesture and facial expression fuse together into a semiotic
whole during communication. Finally, although it a) is much narrower
in scope, b) sees theory of mind as the sole cognitive determinant of
pragmatics and c¢) emphasizes the perspective of the hearer over that of
the speaker, 1 have found Sperber and Wilson’s Relevance Theory
(Sperber and Wilson, 1995) an impressive account of the way in which
shifting focus from pragmatics as behaviour to its cognitive foundations
affords a strong sense of explanation.

1.3 Outline

The main points covered in the book are summarized below.

Perhaps inevitably, though necessarily, Chapter 2 begins with terminol-
ogy. For example, it appears that linguists and language pathologists tend
to make rather different assumptions about the link between pragmatics
and language. To accommodate both views, a semiotic definition of prag-
matics is adopted. A survey of how a range of theories and analytical
frameworks has been applied in the analysis of pragmatic impairment
shows that they are generally more effective at description than explan-
ation. It is concluded that, in order to provide an acccount of pragmatic
ability and disability adequate for the needs of clinicians (which turn out to
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be far more extensive and exacting than those of linguists), a holistic
account is required which is able to explain the underlying causes of
pragmatic impairment in addition to its behavioural symptoms. Because
of its greater comprehensiveness, such an account should also be of help in
explaining normal pragmatic behaviour too.

Chapter 3 considers to what extent pragmatics may be seen either as a
discrete level of language or as a mental module. Evidence is provided from
a wide range of communication impairments which suggests that the
modular status of various linguistic and cognitive systems which contrib-
ute to pragmatic behaviour is far from unequivocal. This is partly a
function of the difference between analytical methods which aim to iden-
tify dissociations between putative modular entities, and others which
focus on associations and interactions. Because pragmatics, broadly
defined, appears to be implicated in the entire range of communication
impairments whatever their etiology, it is concluded that it may be more
helpful — at least heuristically — to see it as the emergent product of the
way cognitive and linguistic processes interact, rather than as a primary
modular entity.

Chapter 4 presents an emergentist model of typical and atypical prag-
matic functioning, and shows that pragmatic disruption is an inescapable
corollary even of communication disorders not normally seen as paradigm
cases of pragmatic impairment. The notion of choice is at the heart of the
model, which includes not just linguistic choice but choice across the entire
range of semiotic systems together with their input and output modalities.
Pragmatics is defined as the emergent consequence of interactions between
cognitive, semiotic and sensorimotor systems within, and between, com-
municating individuals. In accounting for pragmatic ability and disability,
the burden of explanation thus shifts from the communicative behaviour
itself to the constitutive elements and interactions from which it emerges.
These are examined in Chapters 5-8.

Chapter 5 considers the role played by inference, theory of mind, exec-
utive function, memory, emotion and attitude in pragmatics and prag-
matic impairment. Each of these areas of cognition is scrutinized in terms
of how its impairment affects pragmatic performance by restricting com-
municative choice, and how it interacts with semiotic, sensorimotor and
other cognitive elements both intrapersonally (i.e. within a single individ-
ual) and interpersonally (i.e. between communicating individuals). It is
concluded that pragmatics is not exclusively linked to any single cognitive
process, but typically draws on multiple areas of cognition. Furthermore,
there is considerable interaction and co-dependency between the various
separate cognitive systems, and there are good grounds for seeing each
system as the emergent product of subsidiary interactions.



