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Abstract

For learners to communicate efficiently in the tf#®y must avoid pragmatic failure. In many

cases, teachers’ praxis centres on the learnerfgrpgnce in the L2 or his role as a speaker,
which neglects the importance of his role as imttgy of utterances. Assuming that, as

hearers, learners also have a responsibility tadgmagmatic failure, this paper endorses the
relevance-theoretic view of communication, its exgition about why misunderstandings

arise, and the belief that the learner’s sophistinan understanding is not the same as that of
a native. Therefore, it argues that learners megabght to be cautious optimistic hearers. As
a result, learners will be able to reject interatiens of utterances, which, due to the linguistic
or cultural incompetence of their native or nonhr&interlocutors in the L2 system, they are

led to regard as relevant enough although thegrlimtutors may have expected them to arrive

at a different interpretation.



1. Introduction

One of the major aims of Second Language Teachifgy ithe L2 learner to achieve efficient
communication that conforms to native standardswéi@r, one of the factors that can
impede such communication agmatic failure(Thomas 1983). Although in some cases
pragmatic failure lacks serious consequences,@nthe contrary, results in rather funny and
anecdotal misunderstandings, in other cases itnf@e dramatic repercussions by causing
misunderstandings that may result in puzzlementprme, astonishment, frustration,
embarrassment or anger. In extreme cases, it ma&y @gnoduce interactive conflict, cultural
friction, communication breakdown, unfair and umifiesd attribution of personality traits
with subsequent negative labelling and stereotypescontribute to the perpetuation of
discrimination as a consequence of very differenteractive norms across speech
communities (Thomas 1983; Beebe and Takahashi 1B&3anga 2001; Kasanga and
Lwanga-Lumu 2007). In fact, deviations from the exged or usual communicative practices
in a community or sociocultural group are judgeifedently depending on the degreeenfor
or flaw perceived (Riley 2006: 314).
Over the past decades, pragmatic failure has @ttatue attention from many researchers,
who have examined performance by L2 learners ornadives of many different languages
and cultural backgrounds in an overwhelmingly nariety of speech acts which include,
among many others:

- greetings (e.g. Jaworski 1994),

- apologies (e.g. Olshtain 1983; Blum-Kulka and Lesten 1987; Garcia 1989; Harlow

1990; Kasanga and Lwanga-Lumu 2007),
- compliments (e.g. Nelson et al. 1996; Nelson €1 296),

- refusals (e.g. Beebe et al. 1990; Kwon 2004),



- requests (e.g. Blum-Kulka 1988; Blum-Kulka and Lesten 1987; Feerch and Kasper
1989; Harlow 1990; Kasanga 1998; Lwanga-Lumu 2002),

- the expression of gratitude (e.g. Harlow 1990; Es$ein and Bodman 1993).
Researchers have also examined non-natives speadehnswviour in many different
interactive contexts (e.g. Kakava 1993; Hale 199énnock and Suau 1998; Arent 2000;
Kasanga 2001). The majority of such cross-cultumaéstigations, however, centres on the
learners’ or non-natives’ (inappropriate) performauas speakers and stresses the effects that
their linguistic behaviour or conversational stylay have upon their native interlocutdrs.
Regarding hearers, what can be found in these wamk$rief comments and reflections on
the hearers’ possible or actual reactions to listitibehaviours or conversational styles that
differ from what they would expect from a certawntext in their culture ocommunity of
practice? It seems that the responsibility for not using tt& appropriately and making
unfortunate mistakes causing undesired misundelistgs is almost exclusively attributed to
learners or non-native speakers — an attributiat greatly simplifies the complexity of
communication and under-represents hearer’s rolé. ihlowever, pragmatic failure also
depends on hearers, regardless of whether theyairee or non-native, as they are the
interpreters of the utterances. In effect, the \@&finition of pragmatic failure proposed by
Thomas (1983: 93) explicitly states that it liesaminability to understand what speakers say.
By having excessively focused on learners’ rolespsakers and producers of utterances,
researchers have most likely neglected the impoetasf learners’ role as hearers and the
importance that understanding (correctly) has immuinication (Garcés Conejos and Bou
Franch 2002). If one of the aims of L2 teachingasprovide learners with the necessary

knowledge that makes them communicatively competetite L2 (Canale and Swain 1980;

! In this paper the terms ‘speaker’ and ‘hearer| b taken to refer to both native and non-natjveakers and
hearers.

2 Wenger describes a community of practice as aelgagefined social group engaged in a particulak @nd
sharing a “[...] repertoire of negotiable resourcesumulated over time” (1998: 76).



Canale 1983; Bachman 1990; Celce-Murcia et al. 98&ir role as hearers should not be
overlooked or dismissed. In fact, it is extremehportant that teachers dedicate much effort
to improve hearers’ interpretive skills. L2 teacghshould not forget that their students, in
addition to becoming competent speakers, mustk@some competent hearers and, as such,
they must learn how to interpret utterances cdgeanderstand why they interpret them in
one specific way and solve interpretive problentsis Bkill will certainly increase learners’
awareness of communication risks and help themcowee some of the problems that appear
in intercultural exchanges.

This paper does not centre on learners’ performascgeakers, but on their performance as
hearers. It reflects on the way in which hearersn cavercome conversational
misunderstandings arising from ambiguous or pragalft ambivalent utterances, utterances
that are not adjusted to sociocultural interactiems or principles operating in the L2
culture, or from their own insufficient or inadedggrocessing. This paper argues that one of
the interpretive strategies available to hearelschvSperber (1994) labetswtious optimism
can significantly help non-native hearers overcarnaversational misunderstandings and
pragmatic failures when processing utterances ttgit native or non-native interlocutors
would have expected them to assign a particularpnetation. This strategy consists of a
competent attribution of beliefs and intentions,ickihenables hearers to reject previously
reached interpretations of utterances and loolalternative, more plausible ones. It is a more
sophisticated strategy than the so-cahailve optimisn{Sperber 1994), which leads hearers
to accept the interpretations they reach withouth&ar questioning and to believe those
interpretations to be the ones intended by théariocutors.

This paper begins by briefly explaining pragmatdure and its two types and reviewing a
classification of hearer’'s misunderstandings inti®ac2 (Yus Ramos 1999a, 1999b). Section

3 addresses the origins and causes of pragmadticefdrequently pointed out in the literature



on the topic. Since in order to correctly accoumtdragmatic failure it is also necessary to be
aware of processing factors from which it origisat8ection 3 adopts the relevance-theoretic
description of communication (Sperber and WilsoB86,9.995; Wilson and Sperber 2004) to
discuss why hearers arrive at an interpretation thay differ from the one the speaker
intended to communicate and the cognitive strat®gich may be responsible. Section 4
deals with different proposals aimed at avoidinggonatic failure. Assuming that the majority
of such proposals are intended to improve learrmsimunicative competence as speakers
and that few proposals have aimed at developing ¢benprehension skills, Section 5 argues
that teachers’ concern must focuslearners’ role as hearers and the developmecauatious
optimism a cognitive strategy that will help them avoidagmatic failure and
misunderstandings arising froaccidental relevancandaccidental irrelevancef utterances

(Wilson 1999).

2. Pragmatic failure and misunder standings: definition and types

Misunderstandings pervade intra-cultural commuriocatbetween members of different

cultural groups or communities of practice in maoyntexts (e.g. Tannen 1990; Coupland et
al. 1992). In cross-cultural or intercultural conmuaation, understood as communication
between individuals belonging to (rather) differentiltural groups and languages,

misunderstandings are even more likely to occuabse hearers may fail to understand what
their non-native interlocutors intend to commurgcakith an utterance in a specific

communicative circumstance or do not capture thenoed pragmatic force of their

utterances. When this happens, interlocutors espes apragmatic failure which Thomas

defines as “[...] the inability to understand whatmeant by what is said” (1983: 93).



Although the term seems to have been restrictedntercultural communication and,
typically, to interaction between native and notiveaspeakers of a language or learners of a
non-native language, it must be understood asriefeto misunderstandings arising “[...]
whenever two speakers fail to understand each’stimgentions” (Blum-Kulka and Olshtain
1986: 166).

Since the coinage of the term, two types of sudbreaare normally distinguished according
to Leech’s (1983) differentiation betwe@magmalinguisticand sociopragmaticaspects of
language usaggragmalinguistic failureand sociopragmatic failureThe former type arises
when non-native speakers or L2 learners inadequataisfer linguistic strategies from their
L1 to the L2, when they repeatedly resort to caertaiguistic strategies and overgeneralise
their usage or when they alter the order of stiategsed to perform some speech act
sequences or sets. Pragmalinguistic failure mayaise when non-natives do not identify or
express meaning correctly or use wrong suprasegtanioisodic features (Thomas 1983;
Riley 1989, 2006; Olshtain and Cohen 1990; Trar6200he literature offers many examples
of this type of pragmatic failure. Thus, OlshtamdaCohen (1990) comment that the absence
of intensifiers such asery, deeplyor really in apologies by Israeli learners of English led
their American interlocutors to perceive their aygiés as insincere, formulaic or not very
genuine. Han (1992) reports that Korean learnefsngflish interpretedeally? as a request
for reassurance or repetition rather than as a bomapt acceptance. Regarding compliments,
Nelson et al. (1996) and Nelson et al. (1996) Hawad out that Syrian Arabic learners of
English do not normally respond to compliments ioydy accepting them with routines such
as thank youy but with much more elaborate formulae, while Bgyp learners of English
resort to innovative and creative comparisons otapters when paying compliments (1),
which may sound somewhat puzzling or weird to tA@rerican complimentees:

(1) You look like a bridegroom today!



Finally, Arent (2000) explains that a question sash(2) intended as a sort of preliminary
greeting or token of phatic communion at the beigignof a bargaining exchange is
understood by many non-Arabs as an invasive redoepersonal information:

(2) Where are you from?
Sociopragmatic failure, on the contrary, originatdsen non-native speakers unknowingly
abide by their L1 rules of speaking and their comivative behaviour is therefore influenced
by their sociocultural competence in the L1. Thigriany cases prevents them from correctly
identifying social situations (Takahashi and Be&B87; Riley 1989, 2006; Wolfson 1989;
Beebe et al. 1990). In fact, L2 learners sometim&sume as universal the social norms
governing their own behaviour in specific circunm&t@s and apply them directly to
interaction in their L2 (Olshtain and Cohen 198%Ii8bn 1989; Tran 2006). Sociopragmatic
failures reveal cross-linguistic influences on thearners’ L2 verbal behaviour and
comprehension (Takahashi and Beebe 1993), fordhmérs’ knowledge of their mother
tongue — or even a language other than their L2ffec& their linguistic production and
understanding (Kasper 1992; Kasper and Blum-KuB&3).
The literature also offers plenty of examples afigpragmatic failure. Thus, Hickey (1991)
shows that Britons often interpret (too) persomahpliments like those in (3, 4) by Spaniards
as embarrassing, ironic or insincere:

(3) iQué buena persona ere@Vhat a good person you are!]

(4) iQué puntual ereglHow punctual you are!]
Kakava (1993) explains that different conversatiostyles are responsible of many
misperceptions between Greeks, Greek AmericansAameticans when facing arguments in
academic contexts. Reynolds (1995) comments tlaEihnish students were able to tolerate
silence and taciturnity better than their Britishunterparts, so the former were surprised

when their British mates engaged in small talk esghrded them as quite loquacious. Chen



(1993) shows that the Chinese tendency to rejeaptiments is motivated by Leech’s (1983)
modesty maximand creates many misunderstandings when Chinesaels of English
interact with Americans, for the latter tend to gmiccompliments as a result of the operation
of Leech’s (1983pgreement maxirnm their culture. Likewise, Nelson et al. (199®)imt out
that because of their underlying sociocultural giptes, some Egyptian learners of English
offered the object praised in a compliment to teespn paying the compliment, and did not
simply accept the compliments made by their Engfisérlocutors’®

Pragmatic or interactive norms/principles are stthje intercultural variation and may not be
shared by individuals belonging to different cudtsiror communities of practice. When
sociopragmatic failure occurs, the native intertocus not facing an overt, intended violation
of those norms/principles with the aim of provokmg@articular effect — e.g. implicatures —
but a covert, unintended violation that might haehole range of consequences, as the
native can think that the learner “[...] fails todiwp to his [...] expectations in terms of
appropriate adherence to regulative maxims” (Bluuaikg and Olshtain 1986: 168).

In addition to misunderstandings arising as a tesfulearners’ incompetence as speakers or
their unawareness of interactive norms/principlpsrative in the L2 culture, there are also
misunderstandings arising from an incorrect praogssf utterances on the part of hearers,
which can also cause pragmatic failure. Brown (185 mentions that on some occasions,
apart from not listening to or hearing what speakeay, hearers can hear what their
interlocutors say but be so engrossed in the psoug®f (a) previous utterance(s) that they

cannot process other subsequent utterance(s) erstadd some part or the whole of it/them.

® Decisions about whether specific examples of petigniailure are pragmalinguistic or sociopragmégitures
may be difficult to make, for both dimensions artei-related (Thomas 1983; Kasper 1992). Exam@gsartd
(4) may be regarded as pragmalinguistic failur@snmuch as the speakers select strategies thateadytHeir
interlocutors to interpretations differing from tlwtended ones. However, they are sociopragmatiarés
insofar as the speakers have decided whether clonmampliment their interlocutors, and what thegéds of
their compliments are. Compliment responses by Eaygdearners might be a pragmalinguistic failuréhese
learners understood their interlocutors’ complinseas requests for goods or information. Howevegesthey
understand their compliments as such, there iopoamgmatic failure as long as their responses ate/ated by
underlying sociocultural principles.



On other occasions, hearers do understand the vedras utterance correctly, but they are
unable to grasp some of its nuances or implicitmiregs in a specific context or produce an
appropriate response to it, perhaps because tleglymere information.

Working within the relevance-theoretic approachctommunication (Sperber and Wilson
1986, 1995), Yus Ramos (1999a, 1999b) shows thatele may encounter different
problems when processing utterances, which may teadhisunderstandings at bothe
explicit and implicit level:

A) Misunderstandings at thexplicit level:

i) Non-understanding which happens when a hearer cannot find any fhlieus
interpretation of his interlocutor’s utterance hesm of noise in the communicative
channel, the speaker’'s bad pronunciation, strorgerdac deficient command of the
language or usage of very specialised jargons otalarguages. This type of
misunderstanding would be illustrated by a studemd cannot understand his teacher
when he resorts to very specific and technical laetmage to explain some notions in
communication:

(5) The hearer must embed tloaver-level explicatureof the utterance under the
higher-level explicature.

i) Puzzled understandingvhich occurs when the hearer fully understanéspitoposition
expressed by an utterance (6) but, when enrichgiggical formin order to obtain its
higher-level explicatureeferring to the speaker’s attitude, the salieaty contextual
assumption (7) leads him to misinterpret the speslattitude towards the proposition
expressed and understand the utterance in a differ@y fromthe one intended by the

speakef, e.g. as a criticism instead of as a compliment:

“ In relevance-theoretic terms, thagical form of an utterance is a structured set of concepis rust be
pragmatically enriched to make it fully proposittdnWhen that operation is carried out, the heabtains the
explicatureof the utterance, dower-level explicaturewhich can be embedded under an assumption schema
referring to the speech act the speaker is perfgror her attitude towards the content expressduenithat



(6) You have bought a mini-skirt!
(7) Mary does not like very short skirts
iii) Obtaining an alternative explicature different frothe intended explicatureThis
originates when the hearer does not correctly disguate or assign reference to
linguistic elements such as pronouns, indexicalbctids or syntactic constituents
because he has selected therong contextual information. This type of
misunderstanding often happens to some Spanishelsaof English, whose native
language distinguishes between proximal, medial distal deictics —aqui, ahi and
alli. These learners may have problems when intergré&iirglishthere if they are not
looking at their interlocutor or miss some pointiagd, consequently, hesitate if the
speaker meara distant placeor anot-so-distant place
(8) A: Leave it there[theremeaningupon the table
[The hearer leaves a glass on a shelf]
A: Not there, but there!
This misunderstanding can also be observed in eeatiens in which one of the
speakers talks about several people, ob@cenimals and uses anaphoric pronouns to
refer back to one or some of them. Hearers maygmassirong referents to those
pronouns and not understand correctly their intertiors:
(9) A: He is the one | lovdreferring to a particular guy]
B: I didn’t know you were in love with Peter!
A: Oh, no way, Susie! Bob is the one | love!
Finally, this misunderstanding can also be obseixechany cases of intentionally or
inadvertently syntactically-ambiguous utterancdse fearer may wrongly disambiguate

them and come out with two equally plausible intetations:

operation is carried out, the hearer obtainsHtigiher-level explicatureof the utterance (Sperber and Wilson
1986, 1995; Wilson and Sperber 2004).



(10)Flying planes can be dangerofwghat is dangerous, planes that fly or the act of
flying planes?]

iv) Turning an intended explicature into an unintendeglicature which arises when the
hearer is not satisfied with the information coree\y the proposition of an utterance
and unnecessarily extends his interpretive contextas to search for additional
contextual assumptions that lead him to obtairh&rrimplications. This would happen
when the hearer finds the interpretation of anrattee such as (11) unsatisfactory as a
phatic comment, expands his context with assumgtismch as those in (12) and
processes it as an unintended indirect requesb$e the room window:

(12)Oh, it is cold in here!
(12)a. It is cold in this room
b. The window is open
c. If the window was closed, the room would be warmer
d. My interlocutor might want me to shut the window
B) Misunderstandings at thiplicit level:

i) Non-understandingwhich occurs for the same reasons as the caeedirst type of
misunderstanding at the explicit level.

i) Missing implicature when the hearer lacks or is not aware of somengiss contextual
information and cannot therefore reach an intendwgalication. Thus, if a student who
is very late to class is not aware of the exacetihe may miss the implicit content the
teacher expected him to reach — “you are late &3¢l — when processing the
following question by the teacher:

(13)Teacher: What time is it?
Student: 12.10.

iii) Alternative implicaturewhich arises because the hearer selects an eusmentextual



assumption that makes him draw a conclusion diffefeom the one the speaker
intended or expected. This misunderstanding happemany cross-cultural exchanges
where hearers use their cultural knowledge to m®caterances produced by speakers
of a different linguistic or cultural backgrounchi¥ is why the Americans referred to by
Arent (2000) interpreted their Arab interlocutocgening formula (3) as an intrusive
guestion. This misunderstanding also occurs whemeng face slogans (14) or some
(innovative) metaphors like those reported by Nelsbal. (1996), for whose processing
they would lack assumptions that would have lednthe a specific interpretation:

(14) Seville, the people’s cityA foreign student who visits Seville for thesdiir
time may wonder why it is being referred to in thiay, as he may not know
about the local policy to pedestrianise some disii

iv) Turning an intended implicature into an unintendegblicature which occurs when the
hearer stops his processing at the level of thpgsition expressed by the utterance and
does not expand his mental context so as to reachtanded implicature. As an
example, consider a situation in which a studemtkththat (15) is only a comment
about the fact that he is late for class and doesatover the implicature (16):

(15) You are late again today!

(16) Don't be late again!

3. Originsand causes of pragmatic failure

When accounting for the origins and causes of padigniailure, researchers also seem to

have exclusively limited their explanation to thaer that the non-native speaker plays in

intercultural communication. Accordingly, they setnagree that pragmatic failure may stem



from developmental and proficiency factors such as:

a) negative transfer of discourse stretches or linguistrategies owing to a certain

tendency to translate L1 linguistic strings dingatito the L2,

b) undue overgeneralisations of L2 forms to inappedprsettings,

c) use of inadequate prosody,

d) anxiety to communicate as clearly as possible,

e) lack of cultural knowledge,

f) excessive and restrictive usageaeitbook languageor

g) the limited language to which learners are expasetie classroom (Thomas 1983;

Tannen 1984; House 1990; Hurley 1992; Kasper 188& 1996).

Some available teaching materials have many shamags, for, even if they contain realistic
linguistic input or aim at doing so, they are basedexpert corporaor just the author(s)’
intuitions. Hence, they offer samples of languadpctv the authors regard as representative
of authentic interaction, but do not duly addresarters’ possible deficiencies and the
potential problems they may face when using theirL2eal contexts (Flowerdew 1997;
Kasanga 2001). Textbook activities, furthermorgemfcontain an almost fictitious language
and content and place students in situations irchwtiiey will hardly have to interact. The
requirements that students must fulfil are almostiwsively linguistic, with practically no
other extralinguistic side-effects than their teathor their classmates’ (dis)approval.
Concerning hearers and interpretation, Kasper (188gues that activation of appropriate
mental frames and schemata and also the seledtithe @dequate processing stratepp{
down or bottom-up significantly determine successful understandiigme schemata are
culturally specific and may lead learners to intetdinguistic behaviour rather differently
from how their native interlocutors would interprefLong 1989; Shakir and Farghal 1991).

On the other hand, top-down processing seems agegieen communicative situations are



conventionalised, hearers have rather firm expecimtof what they are likely to face and
they activate higher-order frames, whilst bottompupcessing is called for when hearers face
ambiguous situations or lack schemata regardingifspéaspects of) interactive situations. If
hearers are interacting in a rather conventiordlisentext and have to process a
conventionalised speech act, the use of top-dowrcessing can result in just one
interpretation, but if the speech act they haveptocess is not conventionalised, that
processing strategy may yield competing interpi@tat In non-conventionalised contexts, on
the contrary, bottom-up processing of conventiaeali speech acts can result in a single
interpretation, but if such processing strateggpplied to non-conventionalised speech acts,
hearers may also arrive at different interpretation

Understanding the origins and causes of pragmailigré certainly requires an awareness of
how hearers process utterances, which processiategy they use and why they reach a
particular interpretation (Sperber and Wilson 198695). Within cognitive pragmatics
relevance theory offers a model of interpretatidmatt helps us understand why

misunderstandings may arise.

3.1.Relevance and communication

Communication is a rather risky human activity: “Nghproviding extraordinary benefits,
communication is also a source of vulnerabilityatwidental or intentional misinformation”
(Mascaro and Sperber 2009: 367). Utterances arécpubtarepresentationsf the speaker’s
thoughts (Sperber 1994, 1995). For communicatiosuitceed, the hearer must adequately
process an utterance and obtain the interpretétiahthe speaker intends to communicate.
But how can he do so? And why does a hearer sglggécific interpretation and believe that

it is the interpretation that his interlocutor inted to communicate?



As intentional stimuli, utterances come with a guee of theirelevance i.e. a guarantee
that their processing will yielccognitive effects These originate when the information
utterances communicate interacts with the old mfdion the hearer possesses by
strengtheningor contradictingthe old information or resulting in brand-new infation that
the hearer cannot otherwise obtain, centextual implicationsBut those cognitive effects
require someognitive efforthat the hearer will have to invest in the prooegssf utterances.
Utterances, nevertheless, generate firm expectatioat their processing will be worth the
effort that the hearer will have to invest, egpectations of relevance

When the hearer processes an utterance, he wilirséar the interpretation that yields the
largest amount of cognitive effect for the lowestdl of cognitive effort. In other words, the
hearer will look for the interpretation that appeaptimally relevantto him. He will do so
following the interpretive path that provides hinittwthe largest number of cognitive effects
and requires the least processing effort: tblevance-theoretic comprehension procedure
(Wilson 1999; Wilson and Sperber 2004). Once thardrefinds this interpretation, he may
believe that it is indeed the interpretation tha¢ speaker intended to communicate and
consider it to be heinformative intention If he does not find an optimally relevant
interpretation, or if the interpretation that hetasbs does not correspond to the one the
speaker intended to communicate, communication failland misunderstandings will be

likely to arise.

3.2.Naive optimism, (mis)interpretation and pragmaditure

The easiest and simplest cognitive strategy focgssing utterances available to hearers is

what Sperber (1994) labatgive optimismA naive and optimistic hearer presupposes tlsat hi

® According to Sperber and Wilson (1986, 1995), sheaker’'sinformative intentionis her intention tanake
manifest- i.e. to induce the hearer to entertain a meetakesentation — a certain set of assumptions.



interlocutor is (i)benevolenti.e. that she will not try to deceive him, an ompetenti.e.
that she adequately commands the grammatical amésprinciples of usage of the language
she speaks, will try to avoid misunderstandings avil provide him with relevant
information (Sperber 1994; Mascaro and Sperber 2009
If the speaker is indeed competent and benevahbetwill check the following:
a) that the information that she intends to commumicaill in fact turn out optimally
relevant to the hearer,
b) that the communicative strategy that she selediatsmit her message is appropriate,
and
c) that the hearer will quickly and easily recover theended interpretation instead of
other possible candidates.
Consider an utterance such as (17):
(A7)t is freezing in here!
In a context in which two individuals enter a roomwhich the windows are wide open on a
winter morning, (17) may be a complaint about temperature of the room, an indirect
request to shut the window, an indirect requestiat the window and to turn a stove on, or
merely a phatic comment about the temperature efrtlom. A competent and benevolent
speaker may simply intend to communicate one dfelpossible interpretations to her hearer.
If the hearer is naive and optimistic, he will &ll the relevance-theoretic comprehension
procedure and may realise that the speaker haseddiie open window, seen that there is a
stove in the room and hence believes that she datdar him to recover the request-
interpretation. Consequently, he will conclude tkia¢ speaker’s informative intention is
indeed this one, consider it optimally relevant amad think of other possible alternative
interpretation. The existence of another possibterpretation would detract from optimal

relevance because the hearer would have to assienalditional processing effort of testing



it. This should not exclude, however, the posdipifhat a naive and optimistic hearer may
obtain an interpretation different from the one speaker intended. For instance, if the hearer
realises that the assumptions that (17) makes ssrdfre already manifest to himself and
cannot obtain cognitive effects, the relevance+tdtso comprehension procedure may induce
him to think that the speaker’s intention was josinake a comment about the temperature of
the room. In that case, he would interpret (173 abatic token, although the speaker’s actual
intention was not to communicate that interpretalitf this were to happen, the meaning that
the hearer assigned to said utterance would noticta with the one intended by the speaker.
In communication there is no guarantee that heamétsalways interpret utterances in the
way speakers intend (Sperber and Wilson 1986, 198kon and Sperber 2004). Hearers
contextualisethe information they communicate by resorting @it general or global
knowledgeabout other individuals, their behaviour, etcgittspecificor local knowledge
about more specific aspects of reality and behavamd theirinteractive knowledgeabout
interaction in specific contexts (Escandell Vid&96; Hayashi 1996). A great part of this
knowledge is the result of having grown up withisaciocultural milieu or community of
practice. Therefore, it is cultural and formed bgtarepresentations shared by the members of
the milieu (Sperber 1996). This knowledge condgiot only the way in which individuals
behave verbally or otherwise, but also how thegrjoret utterances. Misunderstandings and
pragmatic failures may sometimes arise as a coerseguof a lack of cultural knowledge or
differences in the contents of the cultural metegspntations pertaining to different aspects
of the individuals’ social behaviour in specificatimstances. If intra-cultural communication
IS seen as communication between interlocutors dwe in common most or many of their

cultural metarepresentations, intercultural commaton must be characterised as

® Zegarac (1998) claims that an utterance is asdigrghatic interpretation when the assumptionsithaakes
manifest are previously manifest to the hearerrdfoee, its relevance does not lie on the speakefismative
intention, but on hecommunicative intentigri.e. her intention to make manifest to the he#nat she has a
particular informative intention.



communication taking place between individuals wkbare only a few cultural
metarepresentations referring to behaviour in $igegircumstances (Zegarac 2009: 40).
Accordingly, when the Finnish students reportedRieynolds (1995) preferred not to speak in
situations in which Britons engaged in small taleir behaviour was determined by the
cultural metarepresentations spread throughout Humiiety. These may establish in which
situations or with whom it is advisable (not) teeaf, keep silent or the amount of talk/silence
appropriate, tolerable or expectable. When in thesgnce of their British counterparts, a
sociopragmatic failure may arise on the part of Hienish students because, to those
interlocutors, the appropriate or expectable behavin such a situation would be to avoid
silence. A similar thing happens with certain lirggic routines or formulae. To the Arabs
reported by Nelson et al. (1996), the formula ini¢2a perfect valid candidate for the ritual of
opening a conversation, whereas that formula isidened an intrusive question by their
American interlocutors who did not know them:

(2) Where are you from?
When the Britons tried to engage in small talk wkir Finnish interlocutors and when the
Arabs resorted to the alluded formula to start aveosation with Americans, their Finnish
and American interlocutors processed their behangoided by the expectations of relevance
that their respective verbal behaviours generatédllowing the relevance-theoretic
comprehension procedure, they accessed their tespetultural knowledge and drew
conclusions about their respective interlocutorsctvimay not be accurate or realistic. They
stop when reaching those conclusions because g¢kpectations of relevance are satisfied,
and, consequently misinterpret their interlocutdehaviour.
In most cases, speakers are supposed to behave cbatpetently and benevolently.
Nevertheless, a lack of cultural metarepresentsatavrdifferences in the contents thereof may

provoke unfortunate misunderstandings and pragnf@tiores, even if speakers assume that



their behaviour is perfectly acceptable and appatgrto the interactive context. Speakers
may not be competent when interacting, however, taiglis the case of many non-native
speakers and learners. They may not master thangRistic system or be aware of the
constraints operating upon certain linguistic bétang in specific circumstances in the target
culture. In other cases, non-native speakers mayahe into account some features of the
interactive situation, which may favour one intetption over another, or foresee the
contexts that their interlocutors will most easfigd quickly access to interpret utterances.
Still, in other cases, non-native speakers may sed¢ct the most adequate wording or
intonation that leads hearers to recover the inggagion they intend to communicate (Sperber
1996: 192). The linguistic incompetence of nonvwredimay bias their interlocutors and make
them obtain unintended interpretations and henaendtically increase the likelihood that
pragmatic failure may occur. Pragmatic failure dsmve negative consequences because
hearers, regardless of whether they are nativeommative, may arrive at interpretations that
significantly differ from those that speakers midtdve intended to communicate. These
interpretations may induce them to attribute iritard to speakers that they do not actually
have. The question that now arises is how tead@rdelp students avoid or overcome such
failures resulting from an incorrect interpretatiohutterances in which hearers opt for the
first interpretation that comes to mind, and, petiog it to be optimally relevant, believe that

it is the one the speaker intended to communicate.

4. Avoiding pragmatic failure

Practitioners in pragmatics and second languagghiteg have made many calls for greater

efforts to raise learnergragmatic awarenessr metapragmatic abilitiesn formal language



instruction (e.g. Sharwood-Smith 1981; Thomas 1988use 1990; Olshtain and Cohen
1990, 1991; Kasper and Rose 2002). Such awarendsabdities can help both teachers and
learners understand why pragmatic failure ariseksfema appropriate and efficient remedies.
Consequently, it has been argued that teachersdspmpare awareness-raising activities that
stress the need and importance of activating tradées’ metapragmatic knowledge involving
the pragmatic development they have already undergotheir L1 (Garcés Conejos and Bou
Franch 2002: 95).

Practitioners in pragmatics and second languagshiteg have also emphasized the need to
endow students with the linguistic tools that epaiblem to interact in the most native-like
way possible in different contexts, with the cavéat teachers should not impose any
specific personality upon the students but alloenthto express themselves and project the
image that they would like. Teachers’ praxis shawdtlbe dogmatic or prescriptive, but leave
students a certain leeway so that they can makeni@fd choices based on the interactive
norms they would like to adhere to and the verleddaviour they would like to resort to in
specific situations (Kasanga 2001). As Riley (2006ints out, the ultimate goal in a realistic
and ethical approach to L2 teaching should notobeldne native speakers, but to produce
competent foreignensho can express themselves both efficiently aceptably.

Many proposals and suggestions have been launchém l'ow to raise students’ pragmatic
awareness and metapragmatic abilities. Despitshbecomings and negative influence that
translation may have, Thomas (1989), House (199@ @&aha and Aqil (2004) have
highlighted the benefits of translation in an Lasd as a way of filling in pragmatic gaps,
developing mental schemata appropriate to the h@ using compensatory strategies, such as
paraphrase and circumlocution. Other authors havecated the use of authentic material
(films, video clips, TV and radio programmes, etcthat guarantees learners’

engagement/immersion in authentic or real cultexgleriences. Other suggestions include:



- cards to take notes on how native interlocutorsabelin particular contexts,

- cultural capsulesvith information about interaction in specific thegs,

- bringing native speakers to the classroom to skgperiences, and

- role playing to interact in different contexts &haeve specific goals.
Authors also find it helpful to analyse and disctiss weight of sociological variables and
cultural norms and values intervening in particéacounters and to carry outreangulation
phasein which learners and teachers examine their hebgwlecisions and possible failures.
Other activities are ethnographic activities, inishhstudents must collect data from their
family, friends, classmates or acquaintances toudis interactive behaviour and examine
possible pragmatic failures, their causes and isoisit Finally, retrospective activities, in
which students have to remember past situatiomghinh they felt badly as a consequence of
having been perceived in a way different from tine ¢they would have expected. In these
activities, teachers may ask them to analyse ttirfathat led other individuals to perceive
them in that way (Holmes and Brown 1987; Olshtaid &ohen 1990, 1991; Reynolds 1995;
Peterson and Coltrane 2003).
DiPietro (1987), Bardovi-Harlig et al. (1991) andsktain and Cohen (1991) propose that
teachers should first carry out diagnostic assessmermf the level of their students’
awareness of speech acts in general and of partispeech acts. In this assessment, students
would have to identify frequent routine formulaetieir native language used to perform a
given language function, then discuss the effetctser linguistic choices and identify the L2
formulae they already know. Afterwards, teachersuldopresent additional unknown
formulae and ask students to practice them. Thesaghers would expose studentsrtodel
dialogueswith authentic or simulated authentic discouraageial or simulated situations, and
evaluate the situation with students. Next, stuglevduld engage in role play activities, for

which they would have to rehearse what they woaldia the assigned context, act out the



situation, and explain what they did, as well aw lamd why they behaved in that particular
way. This would be followed by a final phase ofdeack, discussion and conclusion where
students would talk about their perceptions or etqimns, as well as point out similarities
and differences between the L1 and the L2. Feedwackd heighten the students’ awareness
of speech act behaviour and help them recognises aepotential interference between the
L1 and the L2. Through feedback, students may becaware that their participation in
communicative activities may be influenced to soextent by their L1 knowledge and
sociocultural expectations.

The aim of those activities is to expose learneneal contexts in which they get the feeling
of working with real language and situations, fpr.] simulated exercises [cannot] provide
the range of socio-pragmatic information that iadity available in authentic exchanges”
(Clennell 1999: 84). With these activities, teasheain sensitise learners to when, how, where
and to whom they can perform a speech act (sequencas to conveniently train them in
their performance. Although these activities may erhaustively cover all the possible
situations that learners will find, they will cartly help L2 learners infer the mental schemata
that allow them to produce and interpret authelatiguage (Brown 1990). Indeed, learners
must certainly develop inferential skills to deducem their L1 pragmatic knowledge or
already acquired L2 pragmatic knowledge what sblietaviour is expected in unknown or
novel situations. In these activities, moreoverphasis is not exclusively put on linguistic
skills, but also on the L2 pragmatic rules/prineglbackground knowledge and social skills
required by the L2 culture. As a result, learnaiisieve a similar competence to that of their
native counterparts or enrich the knowledge thegaaly possess (House 1990; Hale 1996).
An excessive focus on such knowledge, however, Ib@asomehow dangerous, as the learner
can think that s/he is a sort of non-thinking maehincapable of choice. Furthermore, an

undue emphasis on pragmatic principles associatédanparticular community of practice



may make students feel they are subjected to sameo$ political bias orlinguistic
imperialism(Kasanga 2001).
As can be seen, the activities proposed seem &inted at developing or improving learners’
communicative competence as producers of utterafi¢es is most likely a consequence of
the majority of the current models of communicato@mpetence (e.g. Canale and Swain
1980; Canale 1983; Bachman 1990; Celce-Murcia .e1295), which revolve around the
figure of the speaker and her production procesaed, hence emphasise their role in
communication. However, hearer and speaker roles @nstantly interchanged as
conversations unfold, so that interlocutors mayearers and speakers at different moments.
Garcés Conejos and Bou Franch (2002) have higeligtite importance of being a competent
listener when learning and using an L2. Learnerstrba conscious that, as hearers, their role
iS not passive but active, as they bear the redmbtys for interpreting messages and
avoiding pragmatic failures and misunderstandingsshowing that they do or do not
understand correctly. Therefore, teachers must ntlaé&m acquainted with certain verbal
responses that are essential for a satisfactogio@wment of interaction. Among these are:

a) affect-neutral minimal responsesuch asnm uhuh yeah etc.;

b) supportive minimal responsasexpress involvement with their interlocutor; or

C) cooperative overlapssuch as interjections, sentence completion, eghtmgal or

partial repetitions, etc., with which they can siphigh involvement.

Additionally, in order to check whether they aretba right interpretive track, learners must
acquire a certain command over comprehension chelgkgication requests, repetitions, etc.
In some cases, it might be relatively easy fornees to access their knowledge of these
responses, check their use in the L1 and L2, ardsfier them to their interlanguage (Garcés
Conejos and Bou Franch 2002: 96). Using these nsgso will certainly enhance

communication and meaning negotiation, for learres assist their interlocutors during



interaction.

Nevertheless, in order to avoid pragmatic failunesl misunderstandings, learners must be
made aware of the importance of correctly procgssind attributing intentions to other
individuals. Communication is a human activity tivatolvesmindreading i.e. an ability to
attribute beliefs and intentions to other individugSperber and Wilson 1986, 1995; Sperber
1994, 1995; Wilson 1999; Wilson and Sperber 20@4yloes not exclusively rely on the
existence of a shared code and the encoding arudligcof messages. Communication is an
ostensive-inferentiactivity in which the speaker produces utterangesh the hearer has to
decode, and, more importantly, enrich with contakimaterial so as to obtain propositional
forms and recover implicatures. In order for tharke to arrive at the speaker’'s meaning, he
must use the linguistic evidence provided by theakpr as well as his cultural and contextual
knowledge in order to attribute beliefs and/or mitens to the hearer. Therefore, teachers
should focus on both how individuals contextualiggerances in order to reach optimally
relevant interpretations and on a cognitive stratdtat will help learners make correct

attributions of beliefs and intentions.

5. Focusing on hearersand understanding to over come pragmatic failure

If communication in a L1 involves many risks, thossks increase significantly when

communicating in an L2. Pragmatic failure arisesewmon-native speakers unknowingly
select communicative strategies that have diffexaties in the L2 culture, or when their
behaviour deviates from what individuals belongim@ther communities of practice consider
appropriate to certain circumstances. Such selectay deviations are interpreted by those

individuals on the basis of their cultural knowledgnd/or available contextual assumptions,



which may yield unintended conclusions. On the enad of the communicative strategy
selected and behaviour deviating from conventi@garding specific circumstancdsearers
may feel induced to attribute to their interlocstanderlyingprefailure beliefs and intentions
causing their (linguistic) behaviour, which thesaymmot actually have (Field 2007). Hearers
do so because they observe a mismatch betweenrtexiocutors’ linguistic behaviour and
their own cultural metarepresentations dictatingtnk adequate or expectable in a particular
context or because they select inadequate conteassamptions for processing. Cultural
metarepresentations encourage hearers to anti¢hpatgay in which other individuals could
or should behave or to expect a certain outcom® fifzeir behaviour in a given situation.
However, non-natives’ actual behaviour may not cioi@ with hearers’ expectations and
surprise or frustrate them. If this happens, hesater to look for an explanation for the
behaviour by attributing certain beliefs and intem$ to their interlocutors which they believe
to have informed and guided their actions (Fiel@®@720134). If that attribution of beliefs
and/or intentions is ill-founded, hearers may epdarming an erroneous perception of their
non-native interlocutors. In fact, in many caséess not the non-native speaker’s intention to
be offensive, rude, impolite or to impose uponrhgve, as the natives may think.

The real problem with pragmatic failure is that imerpretation that should not have
otherwise achieved an optimal level of relevandeally does so and that the hearer uses it as
evidence to make attributions of beliefs and/oemtibns to his interlocutor on the basis of his
cultural knowledge and/or contextual assumptioniseréfore, in the L2 class, emphasis
should be put on the development of a cognitivatatyy that involves a greater degree of
sophistication than naive optimism and enablesnérar as hearers to reject apparently
relevant interpretations for alternative ones tHat not induce them to think that their
interlocutors’ intentions differ from their actuahes. This strategy autious optimism|...]

a special case of competent attribution of interstfio(Sperber 1994:192). Learners must be



trained to become cautious optimistic hearers sdoaattribute to their interlocutors the
intention to communicate interpretations that woblave achieved an optimal level of
relevance, and which they would have recovered rdweetly and with less cognitive effort,
instead of other interpretations. As hearers, E@rmust accept other interpretations as the
most relevant ones due to their non-native speak®scurate or insufficient command of
the L2, misinformed linguistic preferences, reducednitive abilities or different interactive
principles at specific moment€autious optimism is necessary because non-ngheakers
do not often think of other ways of formulating ithetterances or of behaving in ways which
would enable their interlocutors to obtain, withnimal effort,the intended cognitive effects.
They also do not often take into account contexéleinents and factors that may favour an
alternative interpretation instead of the one tiaegh to communicate. Cautious optimism
makes it possible to overcome pragmatic failuregirating fromaccidental relevancand

accidental irrelevancef utterances and behaviours (Wilson 1999: 137).

5.1.0vercoming pragmatic failure due to accidental valece

Pragmatic failure due to accidental relevance anggen the speaker’s behaviour in a specific
social context, her (incorrect) selection of a tygeutterance or her utterance’s linguistic
formulation lead the hearer to an interpretaticat tippears to him relevant enough but is not
the intended interpretation. The hearer stopsattititerpretation because his expectations of
relevance make him access cultural information ndigg interaction in his own culture,
which, along with the information conveyed by thterance, induces him to arrive at a wrong
interpretation. In other cases, those expectatlonsot induce him to enlarge his interpretive
context by accessing contextual assumptions thatldvoe fundamental for recovering the

intended interpretation. If the hearer was naive aptimistic, he would accept that



interpretation which appeared relevant enough to bBnd identify it with the speaker’s
informative intention.

On the contrary, an optimistic and cautious hearaable to overcome cases in which the
speaker’s selection of a communicative strategyittguistic formulation of her utterance, or
her behaviour ostensibly but inadvertently makes draw unexpected conclusions. He can
reject the first apparently relevant interpretatwhich comes to mind and leads him to
conclude that his interlocutor's informative intemt is rather different from the one she
actually has and expands his mental context by meéanlifferentcontextual sourcegYus
Ramos 2000) to consider an alternative interpatatiThis enables him to maintain the
presumption that his interlocutor ienevolenaind does not want to deceive him, be impolite
or rude, impose upon him, or invade his psychoklgsphere. However, he may still think
that his interlocutor is incompetent in the L2,sh®& has not mastered its linguistic system
and/or rules of usage. When facing ambiguous ogmadically ambivalent utterances, or
utterances that do not adjust to his cultural negi@sentations, a naive optimistic hearer may
think that his interlocutor has not behaved adezgjyair has been linguistically incompetent
and try to find an explanation for such behavioumaompetence, which he may find in the
erroneous attribution of certain intentions andidégl An optimistic and cautious hearer,
however, may consider an alternative interpretabiecause he realises that the conclusion he
has reached as a result of the cultural or condéxtformation manifest to him or by
stopping his processing at a certain point and cmsidering further information is
unwarranted. This new interpretation makes it gmedior him to still see his interlocutor as
benevolent, though not fully competent, and prevémt from attributing intentions to her,
which she does not really have. Cautious optimigmtherefore called for to solve
communication problems at both the explicit andlioifpgevels (Yus Ramos 1999a, 1999b).

Regarding the explicit level of communication, aiti@us optimistic hearer can overcome



cases of puzzled understanding in which the higjereay of a contextual assumption induces
him to construct a higher-level explicature thaeslmot coincide with the speaker’s actual
attitude towards the propositional content that @mmunicates. Thus, a cautious optimistic
hearer is able to wonder whether a previous bdlefentertained (6), which makes him
interpret an utterance such as (7) as a criticismght. If he feels that such belief is not right
he can discard it, expand his mental context asdsaccontextual assumptions such as those
in (18) that would lead him to obtain another opatilyr relevant interpretation of (7), whose
higher-level explicature (19) would actually copesd to the attitude the speaker intends to
express. To do so, he can use contextual sourchsasuutterance intonation, paralinguistic
features, etc.

(6) Mary does not like very short skirts

(7) You have bought a mini-skirt!

(18)a. Mary might have changed her mind about skirts

b.Mary may like mini-skirts

(19)[Mary is admiring/is praising/likes [the fact thahave bought a mini-skirt]]
Cautious optimism also helps a hearer obtain thended explicatures of utterances after
wrong reference assignment or disambiguation. Hg sense that the reference he has
assigned to some pronouns or deictics, or the wayhich he has disambiguated a syntactic
structure is not correct. He may realise that he hat chosen the adequate contextual
information and, therefore, enlarge his context aedrch for the intended reference or the
right sense of a sentence. In examples (8-10kafdrs are cautious and optimistic, they will
enlarge their interpretive context by taking inte@unt the physical environment manifest in
order to re-assign reference to the deidtiere (8), by searching for encyclopaedic
assumptions about the speaker or looking in pragediscourse in order to find allusions to a

beloved (9), or by accessing encyclopaedic assomgpabout planes and flying (10) to arrive



at the interpretation that their interlocutors imded.
(8) A: Leave it there[theremeaningupon the table
[The hearer leaves a glass on a shelf]
A: Not there, but there!
(9) A: He is the one | love!
B: I didn’t know you were in love with Peter!
A: Oh, no way, Susie! Bob is the one | love!
(10) Flying planes can be dangerous
Finally, a cautious and optimistic hearer is abldismiss an unintended implicature which he
has recovered as a result of having found an irg&fion unsatisfactory and, guided by his
expectations of relevance, having unnecessarilyeéddontextual assumptions to his
processing. He can realise that his context expangas unjustified and is able to attribute to
the speaker the intention not to communicate adigihgontent that he has derived on his
own. Thus, a cautious and optimistic hearer discassumptions such as those in (12) in
order to stop his processing at the explicit lered avoid looking for unintended implicatures
that would lead him to interpret (11) as a request.
(11) Oh, itis cold in here!
(12) a.ltis cold in this room
b. The window is open
c. If the window was closed, the room would be warmer
d. My interlocutor might want me to shut the window
As regards the implicit level of communication, taus optimism is necessary to overcome
misunderstandings arising due to a lack of conthitdformation that would guide the hearer
to recover the expected implicatures or to overcamevrong selection of contextual

information that makes him arrive at alternativepiicatures. In the former case, a cautious



optimistic hearer who arrives at the plain questidrrpretation in (13) as a result of having
processed his interlocutor's response in a contkat does not include some crucial
contextual information, may realise that it is lo¢ desired interpretation. Feeling that the
speaker might have wished to make her utterancemalty relevant under some other
interpretation, he expands his mental context liregdcontextual assumptions such as those
in (20) which would lead him to the actual optingatklevant interpretation (21):
(13) Teacher: What time is it?
Student: 12.10.
(20) a.l am entering the class
b.The class begun at 12.00
c.| may have interrupted the class
d. I would not have interrupted the class if | hadibea time
(21)The teacher may be saying that | am late
Cases of accidental relevance in which the heamévea at alternative implicatures are
exemplified in the many pragmalinguistic and socagpnatic failures illustrated in the
literature reviewed above. Thus, when Finnish siteléaced the small talk of their British
colleagues (Reynolds 1995) or when Americans weeetgd by Arabs with an unusual
formulae (Arent 2000), the former party of eachugranterpreted the behaviour of their
respective interlocutors on the basis of their muhural metarepresentations. These would
limit, in the case of the Finnish students, the ami®f talk desirable or tolerable in certain
circumstances, as well as when and with whom tleeydcengage in small talk, and in the
case of the Americans interacting with Arabs, have should greet and be greeted, the
amount of small talk permissible, and acceptalpectoof discussion in small talk. Since they
observed that their interlocutors’ behaviour did oonform to the information contained in

their metarepresentations but rather deviated fitpttey concluded that their interlocutors



assumed a degree of intimacy that did not actuaiigt, were too intrusive, etc. If these
hearers had been cautious and optimistic, they dvbaVe realised that the conclusions they
had drawn were the result of having wrongly resbtte(cultural) assumptions whose content
significantly differed from that of their interlotars.
Alternative implicatures can also be derived froragmatically ambivalent utterances. When
facing an utterance such as (22), a hearer mayatedietween a phatic and a non-phatic
interpretation; if he regards the utterance as piuatic, he may in turn hesitate between a
request- or complaint-interpretation.
(22)0Oh, God! | can’t stand this temperature!
If the hearer is naive and optimistic, he will egpgan the relevance-theoretic comprehension
procedure and will accept as optimally relevant fire interpretation that comes to mind.
Hence, he may believe that his interlocutor’s ititenis simply to make a phatic comment
about herself, find that interpretation relevanmwyh and stop his processing there. However,
if the hearer is cautious and optimistic, he mageas contextual and encyclopaedic
assumptions such as those in (23), which could rhakederive contextual implications and
consider another interpretation as his interlocsitorformative intention (24). Thus, he can
discard the phatic interpretation and opt for aiestrinterpretation:
(23)a. The windows are open
b. The room is very cold.
c. There is a stove in the room.
d. Stoves heat rooms.
e. My interlocutor has seen the stove.
(24)My interlocutor wants me to switch the stove on
Cautious and optimistic hearers may go a stepduttian naive and optimistic hearers. They

may wonder whether the first interpretation thames to mind is in fact the interpretation



that their interlocutors intended to communicatenc8& they sense that speakers may be
following different internalised cultural patteraglinguistic behaviour or assume that certain
contextual information will also be manifest to ihethey are encouraged to consider
different interpretations. In this way, cautiouslaptimistic hearers can overcome pragmatic
failures stemming from their interlocutors’ lingtics or behavioural choices for particular

circumstances as a result of the manifestness rtdiceassumptions or cultural knowledge

about interaction in those circumstances. With ¢hahoices, speakers ostensibly but
inadvertently communicate or favour unintendedrprietations. Cautious optimism enables
hearers to recover the intended interpretationalssc L2 learners have not taken into account
certain contextual features and have formulatethtirea way that favours other alternative,

but equally possible, interpretations.

5.2.0vercoming pragmatic failure due to accidental iensance

Cautious optimism also makes it possible for tharéeto overcome cases of accidental
irrelevance. These arise, for instance, when hekshthat the speaker is only transmitting
information that is already known or when she maketip of the tongue (Wilson 1999). In

these circumstances, a naive and optimistic heareld only consider the linguistic evidence
of the utterance and, as a consequence of its empatow level of informativeness or his

being unable to process it, would not obtain cagmieffects that satisfy his expectations of
relevance. However, a cautious and optimistic heaotices the apparent irrelevance of an
utterance and asks himself which (other) adequatierpretation the speaker could have
intended to communicate so that the utterance wbakk achieved an optimal level of

relevance.

Cautious optimism is decisive for overcoming cadfason-understanding at the explicit level



of communication due to noise in the communicattannel, bad pronunciation, a strong
accent or difficult/unfamiliar vocabulary. Instead stopping his processing and therefore
falling short of any cognitive effects, a cauticarsd optimistic hearer asks himself what the
speaker might have meant and accesses a contéxe#lus him to an optimally relevant
interpretation. Accordingly, in the case of an r&tee such as (5) in which the metalanguage
renders understanding quite difficult, a cautiousd aptimistic hearer may search for
contextual or encyclopaedic information referrimgvierbal communication, understanding,
utterances, cognitive operations, etc., to infeatwthe speaker is saying:
(5) The hearer must embed tlosver-level explicaturef the utterance under thegher-

level explicature.
Cautious optimism may also help hearers overcorsescan which they do not recover an
intended implicature but stop their processinghat éxplicit level. This may be the case in
(15), which a naive and optimistic hearer may pretrr as phatic as a consequence of not
accessing information that would yield an intengredlicature.

(15) You are late again today!
A naive and optimistic hearer may think that halieady aware of the information that (15)
communicates and may conclude that it is irrelevanat would prevent him from recovering
any implicit content that his interlocutor may inteto communicate. A cautious optimistic
hearer, on the other hand, would go one step fuahe, when faced with an apparent case of
irrelevance, would expand his interpretive contextincorporate assumptions referring to
arriving late to class, the starting time of cldss,teacher’s desire not to be interrupted when
lecturing, etc. He could relate them to the assionptmade manifest by the utterance and
other contextual assumptions and obtain cognitifects that would indeed turn the utterance
optimally relevant under an interpretation suclil&g:

(16) Don't be late again!



When processing utterances that a naive optimist@rer regards as phatic, however, a
cautious optimistic hearer is also able to obtaignitive effects regarding social relations.
The relevance of phatic utterances may reside fonnvation related to thpoliteness systems
(Scollon and Wong-Scollon 1995) in which interaottakes place. Individuals select diverse
types of phatic utterancesneutral i.e. about the spatio-temporal setting, @edsona) i.e.
about the interlocutors (Laver 1974) — dependinghensocial relationship that they perceive,
so they must have cultural metarepresentationsrdetig the type of phatic tokens that they
can resort to in specific circumstances (PadillazC2004, 2005). Accordingly, a cautious and
optimistic hearer would expand his context so asotage the apparent irrelevance of (25) in a
context in which it is already manifest to him thia tie to which the utterance alludes is cute
by considering contextual and cultural assumptguch as those in (26) referring to the use
of a specific type of phatic utterances. That weenhdble him to move from an interpretation
such as (27) to another such as (28):
(25)Cute tie!
(26)a. My interlocutor has made a personal comment giien
b.Personal comments are frequently used when atetbrs are on close terms.
c.l have known my interlocutor for years.
d.My interlocutor and | have the same status.
e.My interlocutor may think that we have a solidargyationship.
(27)My interlocutor is willing to communicate with me
(28)My interlocutor may wish to maintain a solidaritglationship with me
The speaker’s informative intention may be rathiéuske or difficult to pin down in some
communicative circumstances, so it is the heatask to make an attribution thereof as exact

as possible. The speaker may also makeakly manife$t some of the assumptions

" Assumptions are weakly communicated when the sgeakkes less manifest her intention that the heeses
them in his inferential processes (Sperber anddfilk986, 1995).



constituting her informative intention and expdu hearer to use them in order to get the
intended interpretation of her utterance, but tearér may not use them or may access some
other assumptions on his own and, consequentlynderstand her utterance. When facing a
case of accidental irrelevance, an optimistic aatious hearer is able to incorporate cultural
and contextual assumptions into his interpretatwatext, which allow him to obtain the

cognitive effects that the speaker might have i¢einto generate.

6. Conclusion

Intentional communication not only presupposesetkistence of an informative intention in
one of the interlocutors, but also the existenceawofintention that the other individual
recognises that first intention (Sperber and Wil§4886, 1995; Sperber 1994, 1995; Wilson
1999; Wilson and Sperber 2004). In order to dotlse,hearer must carry out an inferential
process in which he takes the speaker’s informatitention as a premise and comes to a
conclusion about that intention. Communication nexgua certain amount of mindreading for
which the hearer must resort to contextual andicallinformation manifest to him in order to
attribute the intention to communicate a particalamntent to the speaker. If a hearer assumes
that his interlocutor is competent and benevolbaetwill simply arrive at an interpretation
that he considers relevant, attribute the intentmrcommunicate it to his interlocutor and
believe it to be her informative intention. Unfarately, as in the case of non-native speakers,
speakers are not always (fully) competent and nmaistakes, so hearers must bear in mind
that “Incompetence produces accidental misinforomati.e. mistakes [...]” (Mascaro and
Sperber 2009: 367).

This paper has focused on the hearer and the troteahe plays in understanding. He is to



some extent responsible for pragmatic failure aadtious optimism (Sperber 1994) is a
useful cognitive strategy that enables the hearengage in a further inferential process after
having realised (i) that his interlocutor is nolffjitcompetent and (ii) that the interpretation of
an utterance that he finds relevant enough ishwirtterpretation that his interlocutor might
have intended to communicate. Accordingly, as healearners should be ready to search for
alternative interpretations of utterances thatiadeed optimally relevant and correspond to
the interpretations their interlocutors intendedctommunicate. Cautious optimistic hearers
are able to reject conclusions that optimistic aadve hearers would draw and consider
different interpretations. Therefore, teachers &houake learners aware of this strategy
because it significantly contributes to solve pragm failures and misunderstandings
originating from (non-native) interlocutors’ incoetgnce.

One of the benefits of cautious optimism is tha&niables learners to avoid attributing to their
interlocutors virtual prefailure beliefs or intemrtis that would have allegedly motivated their
(verbal) behaviour and could prompt them into amorezous appraisal of the other
individual’'s personality. When training learnerslie cautious and optimistic, teachers can
help them understand that they should not loolafi@ged beliefs or intentions that may guide
their interlocutors’ linguistic behaviour, but th#teir behaviour obeys different cultural
patterns in some cases while in others it is tealt®f an uninformed or wrong habit, which
may lead to consequences they could be unawar€aftious optimism, therefore, will
significantly contribute to the development or impement of learnergpistemic vigilancea
necessary critical attention to the believabilitg aeliability of communication (Mascaro and
Sperber 2009). Such critical attention is fundarmlent intercultural contexts where
interlocutors are not fully competent in their l#e unaware of L2 interactive principles or
behave guided by their L1. In these contexts, theebpment of cautious optimism may also

contribute to the avoidance or reduction of whaickar (2007) refers to aspistemic



injustices which some speakers may potentially suffer if their heaperceive that they are
less-competent-than-desired knowers of their L2.

By suggesting that learners should be trained taaagtious optimistic hearers, this paper
endorses the opinion that the level of learnerphsiication in understanding is not the same
as that of natives (Garcés Conejos and Bou Fra@0B:88). One of the questions that arise
is how teachers can train students to become emutiptimistic hearers. Obviously, some of
the activities mentioned above (Section 4) can ¢efull. Thus, teachers could use authentic
materials showing examples of misunderstandingh wibre or less serious repercussions,
retrospective activities in which learners remempast experiences of misunderstandings,
role plays where they are put underagmatic pressureor ask the students to act as
ethnographers supplying their own examples of nadststandings gathered from friends,
acquaintances, family, relatives, etc. These ds/would be followed by analyses of what
made them or the people involved arrive at undésimeerpretations. Thus, teachers would
draw their learners’ attention to the complexitylaisks of intercultural communication and
the learners could develop their metacognitiveitadsl

Additionally, there are other questions that futtegsearch should address. Evidently, one of
the first things that needs investigating is whethlé types of learners are able to transfer
directly cautious optimism into their L2 pragmatiosif they would actually require some
training (cf. Kasper and Rose 2002). If learneendfer cautious optimism from their L1
pragmatics, it might be interesting to determinthdy do so since the very beginning of their
L2 learning process or, if not, at which stage ttrapsfer it. Another factor for study would
be if their age is a key factor. Likewise, it migh$o be illuminating to examine if they resort
to this cognitive strategy in a wide variety ofusitions liable to misunderstandings or if the
situations where they resort to it are very specifi it were shown that learners do not

transfer cautious optimism from their L1 pragmatitsnight be useful to analyse if they may



end up becoming cautious and optimistic heareranmautonomous way or if they need
explicit and specific instruction to develop thisgaitive strategy (cf. Little, Ridley and
Ushioda 2003; Little 2009).

Citron (1995) contends thahotivation understood as a positive attitude towards a targe
language, its culture and speakers, could resupenness regarding contrasting cultural and
linguistic patterns. Social and psychological fastsuch asolerance for ambiguityandego
permeabilitycould also enhance performance in an L2 by englithe non-native to listen
more attentively, process a higher amount of input achieve a more native-like
pronunciation. Finally,acculturation understood as openness to differing cultural and
linguistic patterns, also facilitates language nésy, for learners seem to improve their L2
skills when they weaken their ethno-lingual tiesthieir own culture and are open to other
cultural and linguistic expressions. It would béenesting to investigate if learners are more
or less prone to misunderstand utterances or bedmathat to a higher or lesser extent differ
from those they would expect in their culture/lange as a consequence of a differing degree
of motivation, tolerance for ambiguity, ego permgbor acculturation. It would also be
interesting to see if such factors condition leesh@rocessing skills or the selection of
different processing strategies, or if cautiousimopm positively develops as learners’
motivation, tolerance for ambiguity, ego perme#&pidir acculturation increase.

Understanding motivation as a self-system in wiinehindividual or the learner is affected by
future self-guides (Dornyei 2009; Ushioda and D@ing009), it could also be rather
illuminating to analyse if L2 learnergleal andought-to selthave a significant influence on
the development or selection of cautious optimikmight be useful to examine if a learner’s
ideal and ought-to selves include images of thegereaching a standard of comprehension
similar or close to that of native speakers or nagrthim/her as a fairly competent or

sophisticated hearer/listener, and, if so, to wstent those images provide incentive,



direction and impetus for developing or resortilng cautious optimism once the learner
perceives a discrepancy between his/her actualase#f hearer/listener and those two other
selves. By focussing on these issues, researchirmeed to adopt a person-in-context
relational view of motivation (Ushioda 2009), whiclntres on learners as real persons with
an identity, personality, unique history and, mion@ortantly, goals, motives and intentions,
among which may be becoming more competent oruki2 hearers/listeners. Research in
that direction will certainly provide new insighitsto learners’ performance as L2 hearers,

and will undoubtedly enhance L2 instruction.
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