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In their review article, Pezzulo et al. [8] aim to define sensorimotor communication (SMC) as a unique phe-
nomenon, and thus place great importance on distinguishing SMC from other forms of communication, including
language. Given this aim, their focus rests inevitably on the differences, rather than commonalities, between SMC and
language. The main difference between SMC and language, in their view, is that language-based interactions repre-
sent a conventionalised form of communication. As such, language-based interactions make use of a learned, fixed
code. In contrast, SMC emerges flexibly from the dynamics of social interactions. Moreover, SMC is embedded in
task-oriented social interactions, in the sense that it builds on movements that are integral to the task at hand. Such
movements are what Pezzulo et al. [8] call pragmatic actions, for example passing a glass of wine or closing a door.

The distinction Pezzulo et al. [8] make between SMC and language has considerable intuitive appeal. However, we
would like to caution against viewing the distinction between SMC and language as one of kind rather than degree.
This is because, by doing so, one risks overlooking the many parallels that exists between linguistic and non-linguistic
interactions. We believe these parallels are of two sorts.

Firstly, and most obviously, language makes use of speech, and speech is a motor action which, just like manual
actions (e.g., [7]), can undergo processes of exaggeration (e.g., in motherese, an example used by the authors them-
selves; [5]) and of marking of features to express emotion (e.g., raising one’s voice to express anger) or to distinguish
the intended target from alternatives (e.g., over-articulation of vowels in ambiguous contexts; [2]). Just as in the case
of manual joint actions (e.g., [11]), speakers show a tendency to make themselves predictable (e.g., by converging
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towards the speech rate of one’s conversational partner; [9,10]) to facilitate coordination (an idea embedded in the
authors’ computational model of conversational turn-taking; [4]).

Secondly, it has long been recognised that language is not just a conventionalised code for communication, but
also a tool for action. This perspective is embedded in the view of dialogue as a form of joint action [3]. According
to this view, linguistic utterances serve a pragmatic function at the same time as they serve a communicative one, just
as the authors propose is the case for SMC. For example, by producing the utterance I have a credit card in response
to the statement I don’t have money for the train, the speaker is not merely communicating information to the listener
(that they have a credit card with them), but they are fulfilling a pragmatic function as well: In effect, the utterance is
carrying out an action — an offer to pay [6] — in much the same way as showing the listener the credit card would [1].

Interestingly, the dialogue-as-joint-action tradition also recognized that the duality of language — as a tool for
communication and a tool for action — is mirrored by the duality of actions, which also serve communicative functions
at the same time as they serve pragmatic ones. For example, to illustrate the latter, [3, pp. 167-168] used the example
of a customer conspicuously placing items on the counter in response to an offer of help from the cashier (Can I
help you?). In this example, a pragmatic action is exaggerated to signal that it should be intended as a response to a
verbal offer. It is also easy to imagine situations in which a similar exaggerated action could be used to either express
emotion (e.g., frustration after a long wait to pay) and/or to more effectively convey information (e.g., to a distracted
cashier), both of which seem to fall under the definition of SMC proposed by the authors (see Fig. 2).

To be clear, Pezzulo et al. [8] are correct in emphasizing the communicative dimension of language. On balance,
the communicative function is more evident for language, while the pragmatic function is more evident for actions
(e.g., as in the joint carrying of the table). However, we argue it is important not to lose track of the fact that these
functions coexist in both domains; not least, because it may help clarify what the defining characteristic(s) of SMC
are. In our reading, the defining characteristic of SMS is not so much its “instrumental” nature (i.e., that it is embedded
in a pragmatic action), but specifically the fact that it is non-conventional: Unlike language (and conventionalised or
stereotypical gestures) it does not require pre-existing shared knowledge, but only the shared sensorimotor experience
of carrying out the task.
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