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CONCLUSION

SOME DIRECTIONS FORFUTURE RESEARCH IN
RELEVANCE-THEORETICPRAGMATICS

MANUEL PADILLA CRUZ

Over almost thirty years, relevance theorists rseght to answer many intriguing
questions regarding human ostensive communicatioth laave analysed an
incredibly overwhelming number of linguistic andnmmunicative phenomena with
the psychologically-based apparatus of the framkwat forward by Sperber and
Wilson (1986, 1995). As a result, they have offenedv insights into pragmatic
properties of utterances, how the mind processss ind how humans understand
them. The works gathered in this book attest toithgetus of research in this
cognitive branch of pragmatics and the vigour winitteresearchers have sought to
better explain communication and, more specificallpw specific elements of
linguistic systems and types of utterances and teiracteristics are exploited by
the pragmatic module so as to arrive at the sp&aikdormative intention. Some of
these works, in addition, show how relevance themy be combined with or
applied to other linguistic disciplines in order lmok for more complete and
encompassing answers to diverse problems.

As mentioned in the introductory chapter, applmasi of relevance theory
include those to fields such as translation, gdigisand literary communication,
pragmatic development and first or second languagguisition, or media
communication, to name but a few. In his recentumhon relevance theory, Clark
(2013) also reviews developments in areas likempedigs and the mind, modularity
and mental architecture, mind-reading, metareptaen and theory of mind,
phatic communication or politeness, although thé@enot obviously exhaust the
potentialities of the theory. The fields to whicmse of the works in this book apply
relevance theory comprise morphology, syntax, listigi description, translation,
argumentation, pragmatic development and secomglitage acquisition. However,
in spite of the vast and impressive amount of nresedone thus far, there still lies



ahead a wide unexplored terrain where relevanaayheay make many valuable
contributions and offer new and enriching accounts.

This final chapter is intended to suggest somectioes that future research
could follow. In doing so, it also points out wheedevance theory could collaborate
with other disciplines. Evidently, there are matlyes areas where researchers could
make valuable contributions, as pointed out by Rasnos (1998), Wilson (2005)
or Clark (2013) himself. In connection with the temts of the preceding chapters,
the topics for future research suggested herebeilhclude issues about procedural
meaning, discourse, (im)politeness and epistengjitavice.

1. Procedural meaning

A series of papers in this volume address issuaterktto procedural meaning, which
is an area that still deserves much attention.k(J2013: 323) comments that, in
spite of the many notable contributions made, “fthdre is still considerable work
to do in developing our understanding of the natirprocedural meaning and our
methodology in developing accounts of particulaudki of procedural meaning”. He
even lists a number of issues relevance theortkidook into, the first of which
has to do with the different kinds of procedurabmag.

Extant work has shown that one type of proceduedmng is that encoded by
personal pronouns (Blakemore 1992; Wilson and SpetB93), which aids in the
recovery of referents. The chapter by Schrodeishasn that Toposa incorporates
a pronoun that helps identify the referent and rea&e attributive expression
achieve referential status. This means that relsvaheory can cooperate with
linguistic disciplines like morphology, syntax @nduistic description with a view
to better accounting for how elements in diffedamguages work and contribute to
communication. Thus, formal descriptions of th@sgglages could certainly benefit
from the insights relevance theory offers regargiregcedural meaning.

Another type of procedural meaning is that encddediscourse markers, which
guides the inferential module in the computatiamsust perform and the inferences
it may draw (Blakemore 1987, 2002; Wilson and Sped993). Still, another type
of procedural meaning is that encoded by prosodwnterjections (Wharton 2003,
2009; Wilson and Wharton 2006), which constraimsdbnstruction of higher-level
explicatures connected with the attitude the spehlie towards the propositional
content. The chapter by Fretheim has shown thaptbeedural meaning encoded
by certain intonation patterns may also interacthwihat encoded by other
expressions and such interaction may have differettomes. In turn, Junween and
Chonghyuck have shown in their chapter that thegutaral meaning of intonation
may similarly interact with the semantic contentiggarticle.



In this respect, it would be illuminating to invigstte the kinds of interactions
that might exist between procedural expressionsadinér linguistic elements and
the outcomes of those interactions. For examplhaight be interesting to analyse if
the presence of certain discourse markers or sonmndtional patterns may
contribute to the activation of higher-order frantieast condition the interpretation
of (stretches of) discourse as, for instance, phdtansactional, explanatory,
argumentative, etc. Likewise, such analyses c@ke into consideration the role of
paralanguage, as described by Wharton (2009), ditiachl contextual elements
(images, music, etc.). This will certainly fostasrainderstanding of multimodal
communication.

Expressives have also been analysed from a releagoretic angle as
procedural elements (Wharton 2003, 2009, forthcgmiBlakemore 2011).
Although most efforts have been dedicated to irttonaand interjections, it would
also be insightful to unravel the role of other mgsions that could be said to be
used to express emotions or feelings. Considefotteving examples:

(1) Give me that damned gun!
(2) Did you see the bloody knife?

In these sentences, the participle ‘damned’ andthective ‘bloody’ immediately
preceding the head nouns ‘gun’ and ‘knife’ do nmvey a property attributable to
those nouns. Rather, they seem to be the vehideall the speaker expresses some
emotion towards those nouns. Although such pafécignd adjective could
somehow constrain the construction of the higheellexplicatures of the utterances
where they appear, the speaker could not be sdi tprojecting an emotion or
feeling towards the whole proposition, but towaadsagment thereof —namely, each
noun. Future research should examine in depth tmribution of linguistic
elements like these to communication and compréten®robably, since such
elements express an emotion or feeling towardsnatitoent of a proposition, the
extant relevance-theoretic distinction between levaad higher-level explicature
should be revised in order to accommodate a typdtidiidinal description that only
affects a fragment or constituent of the proposigapressed and not the whole of
it.

Expressives like these are often words transfdn@d grammatical categories
whose elements typically encode conceptual contdoivever, when used as
expressives, those elements would acquire prockduoeaning. It would be
interesting to account for the processes that erihloise elements to be used thus.
Explanations for this would require an understagdifi some lexical pragmatic
processes and could be informed by existing acsoninsome lexical phenomena
frequent in children’s language (Wataszewska 2011).

Another issue pertaining procedural meaning whidhl ®ieeds further
consideration is, according to Clark (2013: 328)iprocedural meaning changes.



Linguistic elements encoding procedures could bd & lose their procedural
nature and motivate language change across timanguage like English, for
instance, had a pronominal system that differesdidbrms for the singular and
plural of the third person in a previous evolutignatage like Old English: ‘he’
(masculine singular), ‘heo’ (feminine singular)t tineuter singular) and ‘hie’
(masculine, feminine and neuter plural). The pramtion of the masculine and
feminine singular forms and that of the plural beeavery similar across time, and
that similarity might have caused a certain comfiunstmong language users, who
would have had problems to identify the refererthefgrammatical subject. By that
period, verbal inflections for the third personggitar and plural were also being
lost, which also increased comprehension problems.

Old English was also geographically in contact wéthgenetically related
language: Old Norse, which had its own pronomiagaitffor the third person plural.
The phonological similarity between the singularsmdine and feminine forms of
the Old English third person singular pronouns tnedform for the plural pronoun
might have resulted in those pronouns having tmeicedural meaning lost and that
procedural meaning being absorbed or subsumed éoyOth Norse third person
plural personal pronoun (Padilla Cruz 2003). THtrsglish incorporated a foreign
element in order to retain the procedural meartiag dther elements were losing,
which enabled language users to avoid mistakescanmgprehension problems. A
similar argument has been put forward for the loBverbal inflections in the
evolution from Old English to Modern English (P&aiCruz 2005).

Explanations of similar evolutionary phenomena ssjg promising and fruitful
interaction between relevance theory and histoticglistics, so researchers could
probably reinterpret already accounted phenomesra the cognitive perspective
provided by relevance theory in order to gain agremmplete understanding of the
pragmatic factors underlying language change amdBon. This might turn out
particularly enriching, since historical linguistibas been a field with a traditional
formal orientation.

A third intriguing issue concerning procedural niegnis how it is acquired
(Clark 2013: 323). This undoubtedly suggests tkpeamental research should be
carried out so as to trace the emergence and geweltt of procedural elements in
infants. Such research would certainly shed lighttlbe age of acquisition of
procedural elements by children, the order of aitjon of those elements or which
of them pose more difficulties.

Finally, the constraints and reasons for carryingmrocedural analyses is the
last issue Clark (2013: 323) lists. The chaptefGigot et al. has shown that these
analyses may have an impact on our understandingrbfll morphology and may
have applications for computer-assisted translatots. A challenge that research
should cope with is continuing with the developmehsuch tools for languages
whose morphology makes subtle distinctions oraislé to diverse interpretations.



2. Discourseissues

The chapters by Yus Ramos and Raeber have sigmificglications for studying
discourse in its manifold manifestations. In linghwyus Ramos'’s chapter, future
research needs to unravel, describe and class#fydiverse contextual sources
individuals rely on when constructing specific impietations of discourse —i.e., as
phatic, transactional, humorous, confrontationajuementative, etc. Similarly, it
would be interesting to delimit, as Raeber doeignchapter, criteria based on
relevance-theoretic notions which make it possibldifferentiate between similar
sentence/utterance types. In doing so, analystd tmak into their implicit contents,
the role of metarepresentation or the presenceanfedural elements that trigger a
particular interpretation or bias the hearer to it.

Nonetheless, research should not stop at sentemeg hnd relevance theory
must interact with disciplines such as discours# @mversation analysis. One of
the criticisms often levelled against relevancethalludes to the fact that analyses
are frequently limited to the boundaries of singge)ated, often decontextualized,
sentences. However, the theory has already hadtapphs to and implications for
the analysis of various types of discourse, likevestising, argumentation or
interviews (e.g., Taillard 2000; Maruenda Batafté02; Ifantidou 2009). A case in
point is humorous discourse, particularly puns pokes. In this area researchers
have studied how, by means of certain discoursecsies, humorists cause the
audience to activate specific mental structuresraadage to bias them to an initial,
though inadequate, interpretation. Understandingarhie jokes and puns then
requires reconsideration of that initial interpteta and detecting alternative
interpretative routes through, for example, diffigridisambiguation, assignment of
reference or implicatures (e.g., Yus Ramos 20088280lska 2012a, 2012b).

But practitioners in relevance-theoretic pragmatrasst make more efforts to
consider discourse not only in its manifold martééens, but also in the various
media where it appears, among which is technologgitated communication (e.g.,
Herring 1996; Thurlow et al. 2004; Campbell and kP2008; Georgakopoulou
2011). In a world where new technologies have definacquired a prominent role
and significantly contribute to reshaping relatioips, collaboration between
relevance-theoretic pragmatics and discourse stuchkmnot overlook modes of
communication mediated not only by computer, bsb ddy instant text messaging
tools.



The groundbreaking work by Yus Ramos (2001, 20higyberpragmatics-a
coinage due to this author— has fueled work oredbfit phenomena, characteristics
and peculiarities of forms of communication chagazed by asynchronicity and
non-physical co-presence. One of them is, for exanthe role of emoticons as
constrainers on inferences determining attituddescriptions (Yus Ramos 2014).
The relevance-theoretic framework could likewisevehanuch to say about, for
instance, the contextual effects interlocutors migrive, in the form of weak or
strong implicatures, when they interact throughhsonmodes of communication and
resort to innovative acronyms or formulae by meainghich they seek to create
and maintain communities of practice that tie imdlinals together (White 2014).
Additionally, it would be insightful to delve intthe impact of features like
asynchronicity or lack of physical presence, tyjycaharacteristic of interaction
through instant messaging tools and applicatiomsuwnderstanding, processing
effort and the types of inferences users must make.

Regarding understanding, experimental research Iéhaoravel the most
frequent types of misunderstandings arising frotaraction through such tools and
applications and to what extent they differ fromaoe similar to those occurring in
face-to-face communication, where interlocutorsemftmake mistakes when
assigning reference, disambiguating sentencestrootiag lower- and higher-level
explicatures or arriving at implicit contents (YRamos 1999a, 1999b). Research
could even focus on how interlocutors overcomerjiretative mistakes and if, in
doing so, they overtly negotiate meaning or resmr specific cognitive strategy
like cautious optimisniSperber 1994). Since communication technologiakenup
a rapidly evolving and potentially troublesome apactitioners should be ready to
account for new communicative behaviours, realified innovations, from which
new insights could certainly be drawn. Those insgmight ultimately lead to
further theoretical adjustments or developments.

3. Issueson (im)politeness

A great concern for discourse and its crucial rmlesuccessful and socially
satisfactory communication has already been shownséveral pragmatists
analysing (im)politeness phenomena (e.g., Arun@ai@6; Locher 2006; Haugh
2007). Those following the stake of the so-calledondor postmodernistvave of
politeness theory have taken steps towards devejatiscursive approaches to such
phenomena. Evidently, those approaches shouldgnoteé Sperber and Wilson’s
(1986, 1995) model, as well as the developmentsarunderstanding of the origins
of (im)politeness made by some of their followergy( Escandell Vidal 1996, 2004;
Jary 1998, 2013; Mazzarella 2015). Thus, a bettderstanding will be gained of
how speakers guide hearers to a correct undersguaditheir intentions —among



which the intention to be polite— the problems ldtéer might have in recognizing
speakers’ intentions and how and why meaning natjoti is needed, above all in
so a sensible sphere like social interaction, whemenan relationships may
significantly be affected, as Piskorska has argaé@r chapter, by a perlocutionary
effect such as assessment of other individual st

Evaluations of linguistic acts and behaviour ingahmay obviously condition
the beliefs about other individuals which hearergé, and those beliefs may in turn
subsequently affect the processing of discourskevM@ace theory could also interact
with the branch of philosophy known ascial epistemologye.g., Haddock et al.
2010; Goldman and Whitcomb 2011) with a view tadretinderstanding the origin
and nature of the beliefs and attitudes individuadkl about other social agents.
Such interaction could lead to work on erroneodlg@gments of the behaviour of
individuals whose intention is definitely not to beduly impolite. This would
involve delving into the ontology and causes of otiwated or unexpected
impoliteness (e.g., Kienpointner 1997; Culpepeale2003; Bousfield and Locher
2008).

As for its ontology, impoliteness could be accodrta on the basis of a notion
like that ofepistemic injustic€Fricker 2007), which refers to a type of wronging
individuals do after unfair appraisals of otheriiduals. Since there are different
types of such injustice testimonial and hermeneutical (Fricker 2006)- and
interpretation seems to play a fundamental rolé¢hem, it would be revealing to
investigate if impoliteness fits in any of them. fasits causes, the relevance-driven
tendency to interpret and make sense of input ohaxge of the least cognitive
expenditure possible might be affected by factarshsas unexpectedness of
behaviour, previous beliefs entertained about ople@ple, prejudices held against
them, reputational cues, diverse social or cultm@ms, emotional reactions or
certain moral commitments, to name but a few (Qrigg13). It would be
illuminating to analyse the impact of each of thissstors on processing, and hence,
on evaluations of behaviour as (im)polite.

Unwarranted evaluations of other people and thatioas as impolite might also
be motivated by epistemic vigilance (Mascaro anerBgr 2009; Sperber et al. 2010)
not performing its functions in the most effectiway (Sperber 2013). Vigilance
mechanisms may also be thought to target the irgtiive hypotheses that hearers
construct. Accordingly, evaluations of behaviouirapolite might arise as a result
of epistemic vigilance not alerting individuals ittaccurate conclusions (Padilla
Cruz 2014). In this area, it would be interestingldok into the influence of
confirmation bias(Nickerson 1998) on hearers’ inferential processben they
assess other individuals’ behaviours. An in-depthlysis of the influence of all
these factors will certainly yield a more encompagsappraisal of the cognitive
underpinnings of a perlocutionary effect with enous social repercussions. This
will contribute to a more profound understandinghofv the human mind reacts



when facing certain ostensive behaviours, whicinast needed to complement
existing descriptive, sociological perspectives.

4. Epistemic vigilance, understanding and believing

Although speakers often guide hearers to intendeahimg and this, if needed, may
be conversationally or discoursively negotiatedarbes ultimately have to decide
whether to believe speakers or take with a pinchaltf what they say. Relevance
theorists have recently started to explore the wdlevigilance mechanisms in
decisions concerning whether to trust interlocutorg the testimony they dispense,
as well as the interpretative hypotheses hear@rstie@t. Another group of chapters
in this volume touches upon issues related to emistvigilance.

Oswald has claimed that detecting fallacies in argnts requires the efficient
operation of vigilance mechanisms and that theessof some arguments may be
contingent on communicators overcoming their fitdn turn, following work by
Wilson (2012), Unger has shown that speakers cem as$sist hearers in those
decisions by means of a series of expressions witarspeakers indicate their
epistemic stance towards the information provideaalyses of other expressions
along these lines would also be illuminating andldgrobably yield interesting
conclusions leading to reconsider traditionallydhaksumptions. Candidates for
such analyses could be, for example, some padiigte ‘alleged’ or ‘suspected’,
which frequently appear in sentences like thosevibeltypically appearing in news
headlines— and seem to indicate the speaker’'s éegfreommitment with the
truthfulness of the propositional content commutgideand available evidence:

(3) Brother of alleged Holly Bobo killer arrested foisposing of evidence.
(www.mydailynews.coni9/09/2014)

(4) Boy suspected kidnapper dead after Colorado hostagendoff.
(www.reuters.conb/08/2014)

The role of epistemic vigilance mechanisms has la¢ésm considered in relation
to misunderstanding (Padilla Cruz 2013a) and hum@adilla Cruz 2012).
Regarding misunderstanding, epistemic vigilancel®en argued to trigger a shift
to cautious optimism (Sperber 1994) when it detehts the speaker, though
benevolent and not deceitful, is not a fully comgmétcommunicator or when the
hearer himself doubts whether the comprehensiorutadehs processed linguistic
input appropriately. In the case of humour, episterigilance has been claimed to
enact a shift to an even more sophisticated proggsstrategy, known as
sophisticated understandin@perber 1994), when it detects the communicator’s
playful or ‘deceitful’ intention. Indeed, humoristentrive texts amenable to various



interpretations —all of which are compatible withe tinformation linguistically
encoded— but bias the audience to an initial or@onUsuspecting that another
interpretation is possible, epistemic vigilance tnusnact sophisticated
understanding so that the audience reach an afteznaterpretation and discard the
one initially reached. This argument has recentigrbextended to the case of puns
(Padilla Cruz 2015), even if in puns two (or marggrpretations may be activated
simultaneously and the audience may have seridficsutties to opt for one of them.
Likewise, it would be illuminating to consider iforect understanding of
phenomena like irony or idiomatic language requihesintervention of vigilance.

5. Vigilancein (interlanguage) pragmatic development

The role of vigilance mechanisms in interlanguaggmatic development has also
awaken a certain interest recently (Padilla Crui3BQ Ifantidou 2014, this volume).
Evidence resulting from a series of comprehensiskg reveals, on the one hand,
that just in the same way that instruction showldcentrate on making L2 learners
competent speakers who must know when, where, whyath whom they may
use certain communicative strategies or how theylshformulate their messages,
instruction should also put the spotlight on L2rheas’ vigilance abilities. Even if,
as other components of communicative competenesethbilities are incorporated
into L2 pragmatics, they might need some fine-tgnia peculiarities of the L2.
Indeed, frequent misunderstanding and comprehepsabiems at both the explicit
and implicit level of communication prove that fihening is necessary. On the other
hand, evidence from reading comprehension taskeslitoat the development of
learners’ pragmatic competence needs a paralletlolepment of their vigilance
abilities as a precondition to have critical atii#s towards informants’ epistemic
states such as acceptance, doubt or rejectioneoinflormation communicated
(Ifantidou, this volume).

A fuller picture of the role and fine-tuning of sggmic vigilance in interlanguage
pragmatic development needs a more complete uatieliag of issues such as the
stage at which L2 learners start exercising vigitaor transfer it from their L1
pragmatics, the type of vigilance —weak, moderatgrong (Michaelian 2013)- they
normally exercise, whether they are able to shdif one type of vigilance to
another and under what conditions, the problemséga may have to exercise
vigilance effectively or how pedagogical intervemtimay foster their vigilant
attitudes. In addition, it would be insightful toviestigate if L2 learners exercise
vigilance towards communicators who are not (peegkio be) fully competent in
alingua francaor make unintended mistakes due to their expressiilities and
how they overcome those mistakes. Obviously, isdikesthese could also be
investigated in relation to L1 acquisition and depenent.



Another direction research could take is explotimg role and development of
vigilance in learners’ comprehension of specifipety of discourse like irony or
humour. Regarding irony, extant research has shbaincomprehension of irony
by children requires the progressive developmett@dry of mind abilities and the
ages at which they seem to be able to successfutlgrstand ironical attitudes (e.g.,
Wilson 2013). If L2 learners were initially unahite satisfactorily arrive at ironical
interpretations, it would be illuminating to inviggtte if their reaching an expected
ironical interpretation depends on their exercisiigglance and the stage(s) at which
the stop having problems with irony. Concerning bum research could elucidate
whether L2 learners can realise how humorists éxpfagmatic ambivalence at the
explicit and implicit level of communication in a¥d to bias the audience and
whether learners’ vigilance mechanisms are effiedmough to detect unintended or
inadequate interpretations. This will in turn udwehich of the many different
‘maneuvers’ humorists make when devising jokesahdr examples of humorous
discourse pose more difficulties for learners arpther words, the interpretative
problems learners may have when processing divéypes of jokes or
manifestations of humour (Yus Ramos 2008).

6. Too soon to conclude

In spite of the constant criticism and its manyaebrs, the model put forward by
Sperber and Wilson (1986, 1995) almost thirty yemge has asserted itself as a
major strand in current pragmatic theory. Indedd, robust foundations in
linguistics, psychology and cognitive science, &l as its subsequent refinements
in order to incorporate developments and insigbtsing from those fields, have
enabled it to offer illuminating and more completeswers to several problems
pertaining linguistic systems and ostensive comeatian.

The preceding sections have mainly aimed at pgntiat some of the many
potential avenues for future research in relevaheeretic pragmatics. Many other
topics and issues that have recently receivedeonaw receiving due attention and
consideration from relevance theorists —e.g., éguof speech like hyperbole,
metaphor, simile or metonymy (Wilson and Carsto@&0Carston and Wearing
2012),ad hocconcept formation and lexical pragmatics in genévdilson and
Carston 2007; Carston 2012), to name but some—aismyopen up further paths
worth exploring. Owing to obvious constraints, thmnnot but be left aside from
this final chapter. In spite of its limitationsjghvolume, which intends to celebrate
a more than happy anniversary, also expects t&k sghand fuel research in this
vibrant area of pragmatics. The future will saif finally achieves this goal.

Quite undeniably, relevance theory is currently astrvaluable, useful and
helpful tool for research, whose validity to sattbrily accont for a wide array of



communicative pheonmena is proved by the numeronsibutions that relevance
theorists have made over these thirty years. Qtiearies will follow and review or
question relevance theory, but the theory, asasthe research inspired by Sperber
and Wilson's ideas, will certainly remain as anigdiory reference in pragmatics
and linguistics in general.
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