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Introduction

In his article on “Meaning” for the web-site of theénguistic Society of
Americg William Ladusaw (on-line) distinguishes betwedmret levels of
‘meaning’: the semantic one, the syntactic one, thedoragmatic one. The first
two levels are predominantly linguistic in natutbe third, by contrast, is
predominantly social in nature. What interests usstrin this article is the
pragmatic level. On the pragmatic level:

[...] our assessment of what someone means on ticplar occasion depends not only on
what is actually said but also on aspects of ¢bhatext of its saying and an assessment of the
information ancbeliefs we share with the speak@radusaw, on-line, bold ours).

The importance of context, shared beliefs and sheaifies is highlighted in
the examples of contextual language understandiag ltadusaw provides as
illustrations.

A close examination of most words reveals that thaye many different
senses and the rules which combine them into semt@eanings will frequently
yield several possibilities for interpretation. @8y we resolve potential
ambiguity unconsciously — unless someone careftdlystructs a joke which
turns on an ambiguity. Consider for example thikejotaken from Douglas
Adams’'The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy

(1) Ford and Arthur, are stowaways on a space $tum: You should prepare
yourself for the jump into hyperspace; it's unpkeatty like being drunkArthur:
What's so unpleasant about being drunk? Ford: Jasit a glass of water
[Formatted as example by us]

The passage turns on the ambiguity of the wamehk which can be an
adjective, meaning “affected by alcohol”, or thesgige form of the verlrink.
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Arthur takes Ford as intending the first sensdrahk — with good reason: he’s
unlikely to mean that someone would drink him. Bidrd reveals that the
bizarre interpretation is what he intends. Theohthe image is the metaphorical
treatment of a person as a liquid; the joke tumghe sleight of hand which
makes our semantic interpreter lean in one dirediefore pulling us back in an
unexpected way with a disambiguation. These exasriplestrate our semantic
and pragmatic abilities in action.

When we engage in this type of discourse, thaise,words with multiple
meanings intentionally, create metaphors or makeka, the hearer either
‘gets’ the (multiplicity of) meaning(s) intended bye speaker or he or she does
not — the polysemous, ambiguous or metaphoricataitce ‘falls flat'. There
are other occasions, however, when hearers manafedr’ more meanings or
read more meanings into a speaker’s utterance thanspeaker originally
intended (on most occasions this will also have umdrous effect). For
example:

(2) Our eight-year-old son boasted to his frierat tie was really good jumper
whereupon the friend replied that that was cenabrdtter than being really
good cardigari...].

Hence, in some cases the semantic contents oftenrante might be quite
deep, have several ‘layers’, so to speak, but tleeeedanger that the hearer’s
inferences may stay on the shallow end. In othees#he hearer’s inferences go
deeper than the original semantic intention ofdpeaker. Thénferential depth
to which interlocutors plunge depends on the miidity of meanings available,
as well as on the situation and function of theaisse — and, most importantly,
on the variable linguistic, social, and cognitikdls of the interlocutors.

Beyond these inevitable individual differences agmitive ability, social skill
and semantic sensitivity we find people who aréglagically unable to deal with
polysemy, ambiguity, metaphors, indirect speech iacshort, with incongruity.
These people are either adults with a right-hengisplesion, autistic children with
what some call semantic-pragmatic disorder, ordokil with an early right-
hemisphere dysfunction. What they lack seems tquite fundamentally an ability
to deal with inferential depth, to integrate seritampntextual, and (social) world-
knowledge, to use context to understand what is\tri@awhat is said.

We claim that the ability to deal with inferentidépth lies at the heart of
what one could call our semantic/pragmatic/comnativie/contextual competence
or, for short, contextual competence. In this &tive want to study how this
contextual competence works in ordinary discoutsay it is acquired by
children, and what happens when it breaks dowrutrstec children. We shall
focus in particular on one aspect of contextual petence: our ability to deal
with ambiguity, an ability which is central to thenderstanding of jokes,
metaphors and indirect speech acts, for example.
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Ambiguity in discourse

It is usual in linguistics to distinguish betweerustural-syntactic ambiguity
(The old men and women were leaYyiagd lexical-semantic ambiguity, which
can be due to polysemBi(ly prefers to wear light clothg@sr homophonyNlax
ran down to the bankWe shall focus here on lexical-semantic ambjygaitd
treat polysemy and homonymy as two poles on the efid continuum of words
and phrases with multiple meanings.

Ambiguity has been treated in various branches@farts and humanities. In
linguistics it has been studied in pragmatics asytipolinguistics, where Grice’s
maxim of manner urged interlocutors to ‘avoid aroityj and where numerous
experiments were conducted to see how people digaatb utterances in context.
Philosophers have always been aware of the comfaigiat ambiguity can create.
In literature, writers of prose dreaded the woras\biguity’ in the margins of
essays, but ambiguity was cherished by literatycsrin their study of poetry. In
humour research, ambiguity is studied developmigntatognitively and
sociolinguistically under the heading of incongyuiesolution (Raskin 1985).
Those studying language play also address thaymositles of ambiguity (Crystal
1998) and we shall follow their lead in this aicl

In linguistics and psycholinguistics it has gerlgraken assumed that:

* in ordinary discourse, we resist the multiplioatof meanings,

» that we adhere to the principle of conventiogatitat is, that we stick to the
conventional meaning of words,

« that we observe the principle ‘one form — one miag,

« that we observe the Gricean maxim of manner: bespicuous, and
specifically: avoid obscuritygvoid ambiguitybe brief, be orderly (cf. Grice
(2975)).

It is also assumed that:

e wordsin isolation can have more than one meaning, but that wards
contextalways have only one specific meaning; this iditi@nally called:
disambiguation in context.

According to this view, speakers intend words teéhane meaning and
hearers ‘disambiguate’ polysemous words automd#figal context. However,
one can frequently observe that a speaker intendsrd (phrase, or sentence)
to ‘have’ multiple meanings in context or that aatex notices that a word
(phrase, or sentence) has more than one meaningxXamples 1 and 2). In
these cases ambiguity is sought, exploited and qaéd intentionally (this is
even more obvious in advertising and headlines).
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The reason for this may be the evolutionary prilecipat people who can
demonstrate that they have a sense of humourthtegthave wit, that they can
juggle with meanings, in short, that they have nlorguistic skills than their
competitors ‘survive’ in the struggle for sexualtesa (cf. Miller (2000)), and,
more mundanely, for social advancement (cf. Dur{k886)). We believe that
the (humorous) use of ambiguity and polysemy, adl we the creative
deployment of metaphors in conversation is theulistic equivalent of the
‘peacock’s tail’ (cf. Miller (2000)). This is illusated nicely in an extract from a
humorous book on ‘work’lf you're onlypretending to be smart, the pay is the
same as if yoactually are smart, and nothing can ruin your day. Humouthis
easiest and safest way to pretend you are s(daldms 1999).

Observations of ordinary discourse show that pedpléndeed not always
follow the route of the least mental effort, and miot always follow Grice’s
Maxim of Manner, according to which we have to flmspicuous’ and therefore
avoid ambiguity. Driven by a new pragmatic prineipvhich we call “Be as
perspicuous as necessary and as conspicuous dblgipdsoth speaker and
hearer devote a variable amount of mental efforgitber exploiting multiple
levels of meaning conventionally associated withiaad or else in enriching the
meaning of words contextually (cf. Nerlich & Clar{@001); Nerlich & Chamizo
Dominguez (1999)). In the following we shall ana&ys few more example of
this process of ambiguation in discourse.

In the first example the speaker exploits the rpldtimeanings ofjet as
meaning “obtain”, “being in possession of” and d@essilised part of an idiom.
As in many other cases this exploitation takes elat the juncture between
conversational turns:

(1) A is supposed to have ‘taken’ a video tape fi@reecurity office to help a
friend. B asks hetdave you got it®Whereupon A answershave got it all right!
B asks:Where, show usA replies:| have got the sadqiCoronation StreetTV)."!

In the next example the hearer exploits an uniigeat polysemy, that is,
uses the highly salient idiomatic meaning of anresgion instead of the
intended literal meaning. In this example the heaively disregards very
salient contextual clues so as to achieve a hursoeffect (cf. also example 2
for a similar exploitation of a homonym):

(2) The house is cold and Brigitte say$iave got cold feeand David replies
laughingly:And what do you have to worry about today, my dear?

The next exchange is an example of the joint etqtion of a polysemous
word by speaker and hearer:

1 The examples are all taken from British televisicollected in 1998, or else were observed
in natural discourse, unless otherwise stated.
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(3) After finishing his work on laying out a patid,stands up, rubs his back and
says to B:l am finished [...] physically as well [..4nd B butts in by saying
(laughingly): And you'll be professionally finished if you go bke this [...]
(Ground Force BBC 1).

In the next example the speaker falls into whatcaléa ‘semantic trap’ set
by a polysemous word. Ambiguity is not intended imstantly attributed to the
utterance.

(4) After hearing the report of our departmentahadstrator about the need for
refurbishing the toilets, our deputy head of departt once saidAny movement
on this issue would be welcon@eneral hilarity ensued.

In the next example the hearer exploits the hiddelysemy of a dead
metaphor, thereby exposing the underlying imageemeltic structure and
rejuvenating it at the same time. Dead metaphasaetually never really dead
only in a state of suspended animation!

(5) A: You should be open-minded about this, really.
B: [...] but not so much that your brain falls out.

In the last examples (taken from conversationalgun court) the speaker
falls into another ‘semantic trap’ set by a polysesiword.

(6) A: What gear were you in at the moment of the impact?
B: Gucci sweats and Reebooks.

(7) A: Is your appearance here this morning pursuant tieposition notice
which | sent to your attorney?
B: No, this is how | dress when | go to work.

As Jean Aitchison has pointed out:

We human beings are odd compared with our neamstal relatives. Unlike them, we can
say what we want, when we want. All normal humamsproduce and understand any number of
new words and sentences. Humans use the multiittmef language often without thinking. But
blindly, they sometimes fall into its traps. Thag dike spiders who exploit their webs, but
themselves get caught in the sticky straidshison 1997:80).

The existence and exploitation of ambiguity andingzuity for communicative
purposes has a price, however, a communicationgllsas well as a cognitive one:
ambiguous utterances usually take longer to proBegshe positive side of this is
that both meanings stay activated for a while, $bimg which, in turn, has
communicational and, may be, benefits (cf. GioB®{), (in prep.)).

Rachel Giora has observed that even when thereniextual information
available that would allow almost instant disambitpnn, speakers and
comprehenders sometimes make use of the multjpliditmeanings available,
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regardless of this contextual information. In theases contextual information is
not used to disambiguate words immediately (sempba2) and salient meanings
are not deactivated, because they have some ratensiructing the discourse
meaning currently being built by the discourse ipg@dnts. This exploitation of
ambiguity is important for the ongoing process dfitting conversational
structures, knitting social relations, and for kaggonversational tedium at bay.

Keeping several meanings at once in mmalyalso have cognitive benefits,
as it helps to strengthen the semantic bonds batwee senses of a word.
Becoming highlighted in conversation they will bee more accessible and
therefore more frequently used and usable, thuse rsalient. This may also
contribute to semantic change. However, as we Isaig, accessing multiple
meanings may also lead to what we called ‘fallintpisemantic traps’ and to
misunderstandings which need to be repaired.

Being able to weigh up the cognitive and commuidoal risks and
benefits, that is, achieving the right balance leetwthe avoidance of ambiguity
and the clever use of ambiguity in context, is ¢ffene a most valuable social
and communicational skill, one that has to be ledyrand one that cannot be
learned by everybody.

Ambiguity in language acquisition

The ability to understand ambiguous or polysemotisrances does not
come out of the blue, but is one of the last stages gradual development, as
the following example of a conversation betweenhaotand child shows (one
should stress that this developmental process rstops):

(8) ‘What's the matter Love? Didn't he like it at scthahen?’
‘They never gave me the present.’
‘Present? What present?’
‘They said they’d give me a present.’
‘Well, now, I'm sure they didnt.’
‘They did! They said: “You're Laurie Lee, arentwy® Well just you sit there
for the present.” | sat there all day but | neveatgt. | ain't going back there
again’ (Laurie Lee; quoted by Donaldson (1978:17)).

As Donaldson writes:

We laugh at this misunderstanding for at least twasons: because of the shock that
comes from the sudden recognition of ambiguity ehermally we would see none [...] The
obvious first way to look at this episode is to tagt the child did not understand the adult. Yet
it is clear on a very little reflection that the @it also failed, at a deeper level, in understamdin
the child — in placing himself imaginatively at ttigild’s point of view(Donaldson 1978:17).
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So, coping with multiple meanings involvgkacing oneself imaginatively at
another persons point of viewHow do children acquire thigbility to
‘decentre’,as Donaldson (1978:17) calls it, that is an abtiitynderstand what
the other knows already, does not know, needsdw kor his purposes, wants to
know for his pleasufe(Donaldson 1978:18) Piaget claimed that childrefore
the age of about 7 or 8 cannot do this ‘decentriwggcessfully. However,
Donaldson claims thawe are all egocentric through the whole of our diva
some situationdsee example 8gnd very well able to decentre in others
(Donaldson 1978:25). We shall come back to thig typ‘variation’ in the third
section of this article when we talk about childi@rd adults who fall outside
this spectrum of normal variation.

Normally, children’s understanding of multiple meays emerges gradually
and relatively smoothly. It starts with the undansting of the most prototypical
meaning or most salient meaning of words and gods more distant meanings
(cf. Nerlich, Todd & Clarke (in prep.)). This wasrdonstrated in the following
experiment, where Robin Campbell took 24 childretween the ages of three
and five and told them a story from which the falilog are extracts:

She would like to work in the big post office bue svorks in a branch [...] As they were
driving along they saw a hare run across the field Then they got back into the car and drove to
the seaside. When they got there they went forllaal@ang the quay [...] ‘Look at this castle’, said
Jane’s Daddy. ‘The oldest wing is over 500 yeads’ ol

[...] They got held up behind a lot of other caa#i, going very slowly. ‘I hope we get out of
this jam soon’, said Jane’s Daddy.

The children were asked to draw the hare, the dhaywing, etc. Many of
them drew a hair (or a head of hair), a key, a'biwdng, etc. (cf. Donaldson
(1978:71)), demonstrating that, despite the coosdxtlues, the majority of
children only accessed or recalled the most prptcy meaning of these
homophones and polysemes.

Another way of getting to grips with studying chiéd’'s use and
understanding of polysemy, apart from such rathficgal experiments, is to
look at children’s gradual use and understandingksds in naturally occurring
discourse. As reported in Nerlich, Todd & Clarke948), Brigitte observed
Matthew between age 4.5. and 6.5.

During that time she noticed the following (ovepapy) stages in the
development in Matthew’s competence for the prddacand understanding of
jokes based on polysemy:

« At a very early age Matthew, like other childfeshowed a taste foarpitrary
or randomjncongruitiesof any kind (this stage overlapped with preteray)pl

2 Other example can be found everywhere, even inSineday newspaper supplements:
Owen: ‘I know a joke. Happy birthday sausage.’ Thi#étappy birthday sausage pie.” Owen:
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Example:What is on top of a fire engine? A tree stump! (&ah

* He then acquired the bipartite narratstrictureof the joke or riddle (around
age 4), which he then filled in with more and mapeeptablerfeaningful
incongruities (this stage overlaps with symboliaypl
Example: How do you make flowers move? Put them on rollatesk
(Comment:Mummy, this is funny because flowers and house$ ahmve,
only humans and animals glo

« He finally reached the stage (around age 7) wieertould tell, understand
and create jokes whose resolution was based amtierstanding aiultiple
meaningssuch asVhy is the teacher wearing sun-glasses? Becausddbe
is so bright And even now (September 2000), aged 9, he isafratd of
using the semantic knowledge acquired throughjtiis, when pointing out
to a taxi-driver, talking about the bright weathbatbright actually has two
meanings.

Ambiguity can be seen as the crucial point whenednaind language meet,
and its humorous exploitation seems to play an mapo role in cognitive and
linguistic development. For Matthew, the acquisitiaf the bipartite, dialogic,
guestion-and-answer formaf the joke or riddle was a reAha-Erlebnisin this
developmental sequence and must be regarded assaveetep to enjoying and
understanding jokes with multiple meanings. It Virasn that moment onward
that Matthew used this format over and over agaiatast-frameor templatefor
the exploration of semantic space and, most implgrathe exploration of
incongruities in language and the world.

The important thing is that at age 6 Matthew hadheao distinguish
between what is said and what is meant (in vaneargs) — andA child who is
trying to figure out what other people mean mustcbpable of recognizing
intentions in others, as well as having them him&naldson 1978:88).

But over and above being able to attribute intergtito others, a child must
also learn how to deal with incongruity, tome to grips with incongruity and
even to seek it out in a positive fashifidbonaldson 1978:112). This is an
important step in children’s intellectual and cdiye growth, a step that some
children cannot take. This brings us to autism &mel difficulties autistic

‘Happy birthday sausage poo.’ Collapse of audientle. had people falling off their chairs. You
don't get that at the Comedy Store. [...] So | sag#l should be grateful to Ella. She delivered her
joke with such assurance that she commanded caemgilehce. ‘What do you call a man with no
name?’ On the face of it, this is a very good jokeriddle in the classical style, possibly
Shakespearean. The answer, which she deliveredwtitiaiting for one, was ‘nonsense’. Which is
exactly what it was. Ella does not yet understabdut jokes. But then none of them does. Which
was why they fell off their chairs all over agdiPassmore 2001:18).
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children have with understanding other peoples’ dsjnintentions, beliefs,
emotions, and at coping with incongruity.

Ambiguity and autism

It is still not clear what causes autism, but wewnthat children with
autism lack what comes naturally to other childtenpretend-play, to simulate
other worlds in interaction with others and to uistlend their real or imaginary
intentions and utterances. The study of autismdcthdrefore become a window
onto a type of mind and consciousness that lacksathility of dealing with
contextual clues, with ambiguity, with incongruégd with figurative language.

The examples analysed so far illustrate how our asgicilinguistic
knowledge (including knowledge of the multiple miegys that words can have)
is more or less useless without being linked in esomvay to our
pragmatic/contextual knowledge, and our knowleddeeach other, which
includes our knowledge of each other’'s mental statel each other’s intentions.
We can only ‘choose’ the right sense of a wordloape with multiple meanings
and therefore understand an utterance when webdeet@ integrate semantic
cues (linguistic information) with contextual cuésnd the inferences they
trigger), and take into account not only the uttem but also the utterance
situation and the mental states we share withrdaarlocutors.

Sabbagh has recently pointed out in an article wiisra that knowledge of
communicative intentiongrovides individuals with a basis for constraining
polysemy in order to reliably arrive at an apprage meaning of an utterance
(Sabbagh 1999:45). This ability to constrain patygeon the basis of contextual
cues is exactly what autistic people seem to [abky also lack the ability to cope
with fairly standardised indirect speech acts. Umato integrate linguistic
information with contextual inferences they justra ‘get the message’.

The following are two typical examples of reportsoat the linguistic
behaviour of children, one autistic, one with Agmis syndrome (an autistic
spectrum disorder, but unlike children with classitism, these children have
fewer learning difficulties and have less problemith language):

(9) Well-educated people tend to say things like ‘Do think it would be a good

idea to put the kettle on?’ Giles couldnt get tinessage from me that | was
talking about having a drink. | had to say ‘We g@ng to have a cup of tea’. |

slowly learnt that he needed to know in the sintfkrsns that the next thing to
happen was a drinfSampson 2000:12).

(10) Taking statements literally is usual — a persothwAsperger’s syndrome
might well feel confused by a comment such asedtlany more I'll burst,” or
‘time to stretch your leggDooley 2000:10).

72



It might even be that if you said to an autistidattPut the kettle onhe or
she would try to wear it, or if you salmbil the kettle he or she would ‘boil’ it,
that is to say, they would stay on the most litégakl of meaning and disregard
the now conventional metonymic meaning of thesedpacts.

Autistic people seem to have a general difficultgiealing with ‘incongruity’,
from creative incongruity as displayed in the ukkgorrative language and certain
types of humour up to fairly conventionalised typésncongruity, that is, speech
acts which once might have been incongruous, buiv ritave been
conventionalised. Examples aWwhat are you up to?, Can you pass the salt?, You
have the devil in yguand Why are you crying your eyes oufthese are all
utterances that certain autistic spectrum childiech difficult to understand and
which might even send them into states of intensesty (cf. Welford (1999:8)).

Unlike autistic children, autistic adults feel thisss of ‘contextual
competence’ quite acutely. The following quote frampoem highlights the
autistic’s social and conversational difficulties.

(11) I talk to people;
But not with them.
| see people meandering to and fro;
But | am not a part of theifinttp://members.aol.com/autismfg/apfng.html).

There have been many explanations proposed fdathe¢hat even the most
able people with autism have difficulties apprengnonliteral speech, such as
indirect requests, sarcasm, jokes, and metaphoggptessions (cf. Happé
(1993), (1994); Jolliffe & Baron-Cohen (1999)). Thmst plausible explanation
for this type of ‘pragmatic impairment’ has been fauward by Frith and Happé
(1994). They noted that autistic children are uallgwattentive to detail, while
being relatively uninfluenced — and even maybe w@ravwf — the larger context.
They have a tendency to focus on parts rather wWates and they may find it
easier than normal people to ignore the contextsaedthrough it. This points to
what Frith and Happé call “weak central coherence”.

On a similar line, Happé has pointed out that #Hathildren are well able
to process individual words but have difficultiesdonnecting words or objects.
She also observed that context is not built up s@oaallow meaning-driven
disambiguation. By contrast, central coherenceeimahstrated in non-autistic
people by the ease with which they recognise tieatually appropriate senses
of the many ambiguous words heard in everyday $pegcg. sorfsun
meetmeat sewso, pearpair) (see Happé (1999:541)}.is possible, then, that
autism may result from an ‘embarrassment of rictaésthe neural level. This
translates into a cognitive system only too welleato distinguish featureal
differences at the expense of the ‘big pictiiappé 1999:545).

Baron-Cohen (1997) found that school age childrigh autism, with a mental
age equivalent of 6 years, had difficulty seeirag thnonliteral reference (calling a
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cup “a shoe”) might be a joke. In contrast, norBgkear-old childreexpecthat a
speaker’sintentions might be to joke (cf. Joliffe & Baron-Cohen (19895)).
They expect jokes to happen and are familiar vigmt. In a recent article Joliffe
and Baron-Cohen replicated findings by Happé who feported that autistic
individuals find it difficult to deal with pretenglay, irony, jokes, white lies, and so
on. One example of the ‘strange stories’ theselpaggre given to read was:

Katie and Emma are playing in the house. Emma pigka banana from the fruit bowl and
holds it up to her ear. She says to Katie, “LookisTbanana is a telephone(Joliffe & Baron-
Cohen (1999:405)).

The researchers noted:

It seems that the clinical participants had noidiffty in detecting that the statement was at
odds with the situation, but did have difficultygiving a contextually appropriate explanation for
why the character (sic) said what they dioliffe & Baron-Cohen 1999:403).

Autistic individuals seem to be able to comprehargdory like this but they find
it difficult to integrate comprehended informatiarth higher-level meaning.

There is still another group of people, apart fraatistic individuals who
find it difficult to deal with these types of incgiuence, who find it difficult to
combine semantic information with standard (whatlgh (1999) calls
canonical and non-standard (noncanonical) infe®ncEhese are individuals
with right-hemisphere damage to the brain. It hesnbknown for at least thirty
years, that is, since Winner and Gardner and #ssiociates began to study the
neurological basis of metaphor understanding, tigtt-hemisphere damage
leads to an impairment in extracting meaning frommtext, especially when
word-meaning and context are in conflict (cf. Win8eGardner (1977)).

In the following figure we have provided an ovewief the various types of
impairments observed in the three clinical group all show deficiencies in
what we call ‘contextual competence’.

Figure 1°
right-hemisphere lesion early right-hemisphere sehrqzntic-pragmatic disorde
(adults) dysfunction (children) (children)

autistic

1 2 3
flattened intonation poor sensitivity to
no acoustic modulation communicative situation
no prosodic variation
difficulty with more fail to read for meaning
conceptual aspects of fail to make use of
communication redundancy

® Based on Bishop & Adams (1989); Shields (1991):lfake (1999); Giora (2000);
McDonald (2000).
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ignore context and can not
fill in what is not present in
the words

ignore context
(but: use context to process
syntax)

difficulty in assimilating and
using contextual cues

understand
literal/conventional meaning
understand
salient/conventional

metaphor
unable to comprehend unable to understand lend literal interpretation to
metaphor figurative language figurative language

overly literal interpretation o
words

make literal interpretation of
metaphorical statements
unable to interpret
metaphors, proverbs,
idiomatic phrases

unable to recognize abstrac]
relations between words
unable to appreciate punch
line of jokes

have difficulties
understanding (non-salient)
sarcasm

difficulty in dealing with
incongruity

t

difficulty in coping with
figurative language

unable to comprehend
humour

abnormal sense of humour

difficulty in coping with
humour

unable to determine when
conventional meaning does

not apply

unable to cope with world of
fiction, imagination and
humour

fail to make use of
paralinguistic features

fail to integrate information
from words with world
knowledge

unable to integrate
multimodal perceptual
information

unable to use visual imagery

fail to make use of
paralinguistic features

produce either less
information than normal
speakers with the same
amount of output or more
speech than normal includin
tangential and confabulatory

intrusions

provide too much informatio
unable to use ellipsis where |i
is called for

doesn't take turns in
conversation, and talks at
you, usually about own
interests
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fail to comprehend fail to understand the fail to comprehend inferentigl

inferential meaning processes of inference meaning

unable to deal with fail to deduce the speaker’s | fail to comprehend implicit
implicature and inference communicative intention meaning

impaired relationship fail to bridge the gap between fail to comprehend indirect
between the capacity to surface meaning and the speech acts

express themselves in deeper levels of meaning

language and their (speaker’s thoughts)

knowledge of the world
difficulty in processing
information about the
emotional state, intentions,
and beliefs of the speaker

The questions that neuropsychologists might wardddress are: Is the
right hemisphere involved in constructing coherentdétems in context? Is
the right hemisphere involved in social understag@iAre these two issues
linked? Does autism involve a damage to the rigithisphere? What would
this mean for an understanding of our contextuahmetence in general? (cf.
Tirassa (1999)). Cognitive linguists might wantfiled answers to questions
such as: What is the role of metaphor (based largal the integration of
semantic and conceptual knowledge from differeitesps of experience) in
language and what does an inability to deal withtapkor show us about
language and its relations to other perceptual, nitcmg and social
‘faculties’? In this article we could only point bhow crucial answers to
these questions could be for answering the agegakition: How do we
understand language?

Conclusion

Ohala (1983) once proposed that there are thradskon linkage between
language and other entities, abbreviated as “thetin’s”:

« mind — the psychological dimension,
* matter — the anatomical neurological dimension,
* manners — the social and cultural dimension.

In this article we have only been able to explavens of the linguistic,
social and cultural dimensions of contextual corape¢ with some excursions
into the psychological and neurological dimensidhss clear however, that
we will only be able to fully understand how cortted competence is
acquired, used, and sometimes lost if we exploiia the three-dimensional
space outlined by the three m’s.

76



References

Adams, Scott 1999.The Joy of Work: Dilbert's Guide to Finding Happsseat the Expense of
Your Co-WorkersLondon: Boxtree.

Aitchison, Jean 1997.The Language Web: The Power and Problem of Wo@isnbridge:
Cambridge University Press.

Baron-Cohen, Simon 1997. “Hey! It was a joke! Understanding propiosis and propositional
attitudes by normally developing children, and @teh with autism”lsrael Journal of Psychiatry.
34.174-178.

Bates, K 1976.Language and Contextondon: Academic Press.

Bishop, Dorothy and C. Adams 1989. “Conversational characteristics of childwéth semantic-
pragmatic disorder. Il. What features lead to ag@gmdent of inappropriacyBritish Journal of
Disorders of Communicatio24. 231-263.

Crystal, David. 1998.Language PlayHarmondsworth: Penguin Books.

Donaldson, Margaret 1978.Children’s Minds.Glasgow: Collins.

Dooley, Deborah 5 December 2000. “A positive outlook'he Times 2Health], p. 10.

Dunbar, Robin 1.M. 1996.Grooming, Gossip and the Evolution of LanguaGambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press.

Frith, Uta and Francesca Happé 1994. “Language and communication in autistiodiers”.
Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Societyndan B 346. 97—-104.

Giora, Rachel 1997. “Understanding figurative and literal laage: The graded salience
hypothesis” Cognitive Linguistics7.1. 183—-206.

Giora, Rachel forthcoming. “Irony in conversation: Salience ahtext effects” [in:] Nerliclet.
al., forthcoming.

Giora, Rachel, Eran Zaidel, Nachum Soroker, Gila Btori and Asa Kasher. 2000.
“Differential effects of right- and left-hemispherdamage on understanding sarcasm and
metaphor”Metaphor and Symbol5. 1&2. 63—-85.

Grice, Herbert Paul. 1975. “Logic and conversationSyntax and SemantijcBeter Cole & John
L. Morgan (eds), vol. SSpeech ActdNew York: Academic Press. 41-58.

Happé, Francesca G.E1993. “Communicative competence and theory of niindutism: A test
of Relevance TheoryCognition.48. 101-119.

Happé, Francesca G.E 1994. “An advanced test of theory of mind: Untimding of story
characters’ thoughts and feelings by able autistientally handicapped, and normal children and
adults”. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disordet4. 129-154.

Joliffe, Therese and Simon Baron-Cohen1999. “The strange stories test: A replicationthwi
high-functioning adults with autism or Asperger 8some”. Journal of Autism and
Developmental Disorder29.5. 395-406.

Ladusaw, William. on-line. “Meaning”. http://www.lsadc.org/web2/nméag.html (accessed:
January 2001).

McDonald, Skye 2000. “Neuropsychological studies of sarcasMeétaphor and Symboll5.
1&2. 85-99.

Miller, Geoffrey. 2000. Mating Mind: How Sexual Choice Shaped the EvolutidnHuman
Nature New York: Doubleday.

77



Nerlich, Brigitte and David D. Clarke. 2001. “Ambiguities we live by: Towards a pragroatdf
polysemy”.Journal of Pragmatics33. 1-20.

Nerlich, Brigitte and Pedro J. Chamizo Dominguez 1999. “Cémo Hacer Cosas Con Palabras
Polisémicas: El Uso De La Ambigliedad En El Lengu@mlinario”. Contrastes. Revista
Interdisciplinar de Filosofia4. 47-56.

Nerlich, Brigitte, Zazie Todd and David D. Clarke 1998. “The function of polysemous jokes
and riddles in lexical developmentCahiers de Psychologie Cognitive. Current Psychplo§
Cognition 17.2. 343-366.

Nerlich, Brigitte, Zazie Todd and David D. Clarke in prep. “Emergent patterns and evolving
polysemies. The acquisition Gfet'.

Nerlich, Brigitte, David D. Clarke, Zazie Todd andVimala Herman (eds) in prep.Polysemy:
Patterns of Meaning in Mind and Language

Ohala, John J 1983. “The origin of sound patterns in vocal tre@nstraints”The Production of
Speeched. by P.F. MacNeilage. New York: Springer. 1885-2

Passmore, John17 February 2001. “The home fronDaily Mail, Weekend/agazine p. 18.
Raskin, Victor. 1985.Semantic Mechanisms of Hum@ordrecht: Reidel.

Sabbagh, Marc A. 1999. “Communicative intentions and language: Emnak from right-
hemisphere damage and autis®fain and Languager0. 29—-69.

Sampson, Val 30 May 2000. “It was worth the straifThe Times 2Health], pp. 12-13.

Shields, Jane 1991. “Semantic-pragmatic disorder: A right hgrhisre syndrome?British
Journal of Disorders of Communicatio®6. 383—-392.

Tirassa, Maurizio. 1999. “Communicative competence and the architecof the mind/brain”.
Brain and Language58. 3. 419-441.

Welford, Heather. 16 September 1999. “It's a lonely world lostamgluage”The Independenp. 8.

Winner, Ellen and Howard Gardner. 1977. “The comprehension of metaphor in brain-aiged
patients”.Brain. 100. 717-729.

78



