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Introduction

1.1 Introduction

Human beings have a wide range of linguistic choices to commu-
nicate their thoughts. The utterances chosen by the speaker are often
less fine-grained than the actual thoughts (i.e. assumptions) that the
speaker intends to communicate with these utterances. This implies
that a certain percentage of success in human conversational interac-
tion depends on the hearer’s supplying of the missing elements in the
speaker’s utterance. And when the supplied missing elements of the
hearer are not identical with the speaker’s intended one, misunder-
standing may occur. But in some cases, the hearer may deliberately
choose the interpretation diverging from the speaker’s intended
meaning, so as to achieve certain communicative effects. Namely, the
hearer deliberately makes his interpretation appear to be the speaker’s
unintended meaning. Consider the following examples.

1) (A BER—NFRAFARLE, HBIRHASXTFRLIE
-, )
A: sl T AR AES?
B: R#%?
A: BRI, ATVARIRYT,
B: =%, R4FEL, KL ARl
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(2) (a postman-Aat character B’s front door)
A: A very Merry Christmas to you!
B: Thank you. And to you.
A: (holding out his hand) Hold on! I said, Merry
Christmas!

B: Oh! I see! All right. Just let me get my purse!
A: Jesus! 50...1 got a quid from next door!
(F. Yus, 1999a)

These are two examples of the frequently mentioned phenome-
non “misunderstanding”. In example (1), A wants B to offer the exact
information, but B takes A’s question as the presequence of a declara-
tion. So B misunderstands A's utterance by default. Another example
of this kind is shown in (2), in which the postman says “Merry
Christmas” as an indirect means for asking for money, but he is un-
derstood literally by B. So B in both examples accidentally misunder-
stands A’s utterance. But example (3) and (4) are different from exam-
ple (1) and (2).

() (ki BRI ELE—PARAE—RH L, X Eixthd
£, )
NE &, RFAAEE?
Kok Bhib iz etk A A
DB E (xhn): R, wILEA, B 4?
SR A A R BRI T —F
(£ &4 (ak) )

(4) A: Good day.
B: What's so good about it.

In these examples, the hearer deliberately chooses the interpreta-
tion diverging from the speaker’s intended one. In example (3), the

police chief’s meaning of “keep Xiao Jiang company” is just to inves-
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tigate a case together. Xiao Cui deliberately misinterprets the police
chief’s intended meaning as “keep Xiao Jiang company for the whole
life (Chinese euphemistic expression of getting married)”. It’s easy for
Xiao Cui to infer from the situational context that the police chief
would not make a matcp when making an assignment, and it is clear
that Xiao Cui deliberately misinterprets the police chief’s meaning to
achieve a humorous effect. In example (4), speaker A says “Good day”
just as greetings to speaker B, while B who is in bad mood deliberately
misinterprets it literally.

In the present study, we will focus on the second type of phe-
nomenon, that is, the deliberate misinterpretation. We will explore the
deliberate use of misunderstanding as a communicative strategy in
verbal communication from a pragmatic perspective.

Deliberate misinterpretation is a common phenomenon in daily
conversation. Whereas the study of misunderstanding (notably the
understanding failure which cannot be controlled by the language
users) has received dominant attention before, and these two different
phenomena are often mixed up in the studies. How deliberate misin-
terpretation is adopted in interactional conversations to facilitate the
linguistic communication and ultimately serve to reach the intended
purposes is still a wonder which is worth of a thorough exploration.
And our focus of interest here is to supply a model to analyze the
process and dynamic nature of deliberate misinterpretation in terms
of the prerequisites, conversational means and functioning mecha-
nism, etc. The study of deliberate misinterpretation may reflect the
communicative competence of language users, because it is the result
of language users’ choice among numerous communicative strategies.
A thorough study of its properties and processes may bring out the
strategies involved and the effects it may have on communication. We
are socialized through language and are socialized to use language in
culturally appropriate ways. Everyday speech activities are socializing
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activities and are “the basis for the transmission and reproduction of
culture” (Schieffeilin, 1990). So the knowledge of deliberate misinter-
pretation, a certain way of language use, may promote our own use of
it, enhance our strategic use of language in general and accelerate our
process of socialization. This practical interest always motivates prag-
matic researches, since pragmatics does not confine itself to merely
describing what people do with language, but also concerns itself
with how to help them become better users (Mey, 1994). The study of
deliberate misinterpretation may be of further theoretical significance.
Traditional pragmatic theories, such as speech act theory and Grice’s
theory of conversational implicature, have been widely accepted, but
in our study of deliberate misinterpretation, the explanatory power of
those theories cannot adequately explain this phenomenon. For
example, the traditional speech act analysis was confined to single,
isolated speech acts. Yet, in daily verbal communication, sequences of
speech acts occur even more frequently. And deliberate misinterpretation
emerges in sequences of speech acts. So traditional speech act theory
cannot give a full explanation to deliberate misinterpretation. Thus a
new model with more interpretive power is needed to fully explain
this phenomenon.

On the basis of various pioneering efforts made on the study, the
present study is intended to dig into the depth of this conversational
phenomenon from the pragmatic perspective.

A cursory reading of the literature on research into the conversa-
tional phenomenon of comprehension problems concerning deliberate
misinterpretation, such as misunderstanding, reveals that a number of
problems still remain.

Firstly, the notion of deliberate misinterpretation is often mixed
up with misunderstanding. A general and clear distinction between
these two phenomena is necessary, and special attentions should be
paid to the deliberate one.
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Secondly, some sporadic studies concerning with deliberate mis-
interpretation, whether or not this specific term has been used, mainly
count it as a negative property of natural language or a result of the
wicked purpose of the speaker (Speranza’s email?) or the violation of
linguistic/communicative norms and ethical norms (Dascal, 1999). These
claims are derived from separate efforts from divergent perspectives.

It is neglected that a certain misinterpretation is deliberately cho-
sen by the speaker as a strategy to achieve communicative effects.
What awaits explanation is how this strategy works and why this
strategy can enhance the chance of success of the communication. In
other words, the generative and operative mechanism underlying de-
liberate misinterpretation is still left untouched.

Thirdly, the piecemeal researches on deliberate misinterpretation
are important and significant when individual cases are taken into
account, but the daily communication as a whole can never be over-
looked, because it embraces all the possible scenarios where misinter-
pretation with purposes may occur, and hence provides systematic

and comprehensive findings.

Fourthly, the classification of the functions of deliberate misin-
terpretation, though illuminating, is neither inclusive nor discrimina-
tive. When the effects of deliberate misinterpretation in verbal interac-
tion are discussed, the standpoint usually inclines toward change be-
tween the producer and the interpreter. In particular, no adequate
attention has been directed to the functions and effects of the language
producer’s motivations and the language interpretet’s perception.

Therefore, this study will focus on the intention-driven strategic

2 According to Speranza (in his email), misinterpretation may be intentional or unintentional on the
part of the addressee. If unintentional, it's because the addressee is “clumsy” or because she is “a
lousy interpreter”. If intentional, it may be she’s just being “nasty”. For Speranza, both of these
two misinterpretations are “wicked”.



