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T h e Declin e o f  Commun i ca t i v e C o m p e t e n c e afte r  Close d H e a d Injur y 

Brun o G .  Bar a an d Maurizi o Tirass a 
Centr a d i  Scienz a Cognitiv a 

Universit i  d i  Torin o 
vi a Lagrange ,  3 

1012 3 Torin o (Italy ) 
{ b a r a , t i r a s s a } ® p s y c h . u n i t o , i t 

N e u r o p r a g m a t i c s 

Cunent theories of pragmatics are exclusively interested in 
th e norma l  adult ;  mos t  ar e als o underdetermine d from a  psy -
chologica l  viewpoint ,  i n tha t  the y mak e n o attemp t  a t  falsi -
fication,  limitin g themselve s t o analyti c consideration s 
and/o r  forma l  o r  computationa l  reformulations . 

We ai m a t  th e neuropsychologica l  validatio n o f  a  cogni -
tiv e theor y o f  huma n communicatio n (Airenti ,  Bar a & 
Colombetti .  1993a .  1993b) .  Ou r  ultimat e goa l  i s  t o sketc h 
th e evolutio n o f  communicativ e competenc e fro m it s acqui -
sitio n i n th e chil d t o it s declin e i n th e norma l  an d th e brain -
damaged individual .  A s a  first  ste p w e explore d som e conse -
quence s o f  close d bea d injur y (CHI )  (Bara ,  Tirass a &  Zetti n 
1996) . 

Experimental Setting 

Our experimental subjects were 13 non-aphasic CHI pa-
tients .  W e teste d the m o n five  pragmati c phenomena :  direc t 
utterances ,  simpl e indirec t  utterances ,  comple x indirec t  utter -
ances ,  iron y an d deceits ;  eac h inferentia l  pat h wa s explore d 
bodi  i n th e successfu l  an d th e failur e case . 

The whol e protoco l  comprise d 2 1 tasks .  Mos t  consiste d i n 
th e presentatio n o f  a  brie f  (10-1 5 seconds )  videotape d scene , 
showin g a  simpl e verba l  exchang e betwee n tw o actors .  Th e 
subjec t  wa s fre e t o giv e he r  o w n interpretatio n o f  th e actors ' 
utterances .  W h e n sh e wa s satisfied ,  th e subsequen t  scen e wa s 
shown .  A  fe w task s require d simpl e planning ,  an d a  fe w oth -
er s wer e presente d i n th e wild ,  a s predefine d utterance s non -
chalantl y interwove n i n th e brie f  conversatio n tha t  precede d 
th e forma l  experimenta l  session . 

The tape-record s o f  th e session s wer e evaluate d b y tw o 
judges ,  blin d wit h respec t  t o th e theoretica l  approac h an d t o 
th e goa l  o f  th e research ,  w h o mailce d eac h tas k a s passe d i f 
th e subjec t  showe d a  reasonabl e (howeve r  free )  understandin g 
of  th e dialogue . 

Results 

We expected a trend of increasing difficulty from successful 
direc t  an d simpl e indirec t  utterance s t o comple x ones ,  t o 
irony ,  t o deceits ;  an d a  parallel ,  bu t  poorer ,  tren d o n th e cor -
resfKJndin g case s o f  failure . 

Thes e expectation s wer e systematicall y confirme d t o a 
goo d o r  hig h degre e o f  statistica l  significance .  Sinc e al l  th e 
task s wer e relativel y simple ,  wha t  ou r  dat a sho w i s tha t  a 
simpl e iron y i s easie r  t o C H I  patient s tha n a  simpl e deceit . 

but  harde r  tha n a  simpl e indirec t  utterance ,  an d s o on ;  bu t  i t 
woul d b e obviousl y absur d t o infe r  tha t  an y iron y i s easie r 
tha n an y deceit ,  an d harde r  tha n an y indirec t  utterance . 

Th e subjects '  succes s o n tw o theor y o f  min d task s 
("Maxi "  an d "Smarties" )  rule s ou t  an y incapatnlit y t o handl e 
th e menta l  state s involve d i n communication .  W e als o ad -
ministere d severa l  standar d neuropsychologica l  tests :  th e 
mai n correlatio n her e wa s wit h workin g memory . 

T h e cas e agains t  direc t  s p e e c h act s 

We found a 100% performance on direct and simple indirect 
utterance s (e.g. ,  respectively ,  "Clos e th e window "  an d 
"Coul d yo u clos e th e window?") .  Thi s contrast s sharpl y 
wit h th e previou s literatur e o n C H I  (se e Stemme r  [1994 ]  fo r 
an overview) ,  bu t  i s  i n perfec t  agreement  wit h ou r  theoreti -
cal  framework . 

Gricean-Searlean ,  literality-base d model s o f  utteranc e 
comprehensio n woul d predic t  a n increas e i n difficult y fro m 
direc t  speec h act s t o simpl e indirec t  one s t o comple x ones ; 
th e performanc e o f  inferentiall y  damage d individual s shoul d 
decreas e ccwrespondingly . 

I n ou r  framework ,  ther e ar e n o direc t  utterances :  t o under -
stan d a n utteranc e alway s require s som e inference .  Tbus ,  th e 
breakin g poin t  i s  no t  betwee n dire a an d indirec t  utterances , 
but  betwee n simpl e an d comple x ones :  simpl e indire a utter -
ance s ("Ca n yo u clos e th e window?" )  ar e a s easil y under -
stoo d a s direc t  one s ("Qos e th e window") ,  wherea s c(miple x 
ones (suc h a s " I  don' t  wan t  t o di e freezing" )  ar e harder .  Ou r 
dat a ten d t o validat e thi s  ̂ iproach . 
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