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Abstract

Misunderstanding, as a form of unsuccessful communication, has
been receiving extensive attention from linguists, sociologisls,
psychologists, researchers of communication, etc. Misunderstanding
may produce an effect as slight as humorous and funny jokes, or as
serious as quarrels, conflicts and even fighting. Further research may
help people recognize the inevitability of misunderstanding, minimize
negative consequences, and ensure harmonious interpersonal
relationship. The dissertation expects to obtain new findings from a
cognitive perspective.

The dissertation, which is composed of eight chapters, is divided
into three parts: the introductory part ( Chapter 1 and Chapter 2) , the
body ( from Chapter 3 to Chapter 5), and the concluding part
( Chapter 6).

The aim of Chapter 1 is to make initial attempts for the
dissertation, i. e. formulating objectives, providing the rationale for
the current study, and clarifying the scope and methodology of the
current study. Chapter 2 offers a review of three major points
concerning misunderstanding; definition, origins and types of
misunderstanding. Misunderstanding is mainly defined as the result of
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the mismatch between the speaker’s intended meaning and the hearer’s
interpreted meaning, which is characterized by being inevitable and
unintentional by default. The inevitable misunderstanding is due to
various factors regarding the nature of communication, language use,
and communicators. In general, previous work tends to be more
descriptive than explanatory, to be based more on intercultural
communication than on intracultural communication, and to be
grounded in objectivist theories of understanding.

The body part is a process of hypothesis formation ( Chapter 3)
and hypothesis evaluation ( Chapter 4 and Chapter 5). Chapter 3
presents a theoretical framework for examining misunderstanding. In
this chapter, the widely accepted models of communication and
understanding are investigated to reveal their objectivist nature. Then
an experiential view of understanding is outlined within the framework
of cognitive linguistics, especially Lakoff’s theory of idealized cognitive
models (ICMs). At the end of the chapter, hypotheses are raised
about origins of misunderstanding based on the new framework : ICMs’
conflict ( both external and internal ), and ICMs’ indeterminate
reasoning.

Chapter 4 investigates the emergence of misunderstanding due to
ICMs’ conflict, i. e. the conflict between Speaker ICM and Hearer
ICM. ICMs’ conflict is further divided into external conflict and
internal conflict, i. e. conflict across ICMs and conflict within ICMs.
Specifically, the former indicates the case in which speakers and
hearers trigger different ICMs. When it comes to the latter, speakers
and hearers may refer to different entities in the same reference-1CM,
or retrieve different instantiations in applying the same event-ICM,

event though they share the same reference-ICM or event-ICM.
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These conflicts confirm three views of cognitive linguistics: the
experiential view, the prominence view and the attentional view. Since
linguistic expressions play the role of triggering ICMs, this chapter
focuses on how ICMs’ conflict originates from the following cases:
underinformativeness and overinformativeness of linguistic expressions,
problematic reference, improper choice of linguistic expressions in
terms of prototypical effects and granularity, and prominence on
language use.

Chapter 5 is concerned with the relation of misunderstanding and
cognitive reasoning. It confirms the imaginative nature of reasoning
and presents three basic inference patterns ( image-schematic
structuring, metaphoric mapping and metonymic reasoning ) to
facilitate human understanding. The indeterminacy of those patterns
creates the possibility of misunderstanding, specifically the
transferability of image-schematic structuring and metaphoric mapping,
the case of mapping a concept metaphorically onto different domains,
the removability of metonymic reasoning.

Chapter 8 presents a gist of all the chapters and summarizes main
findings. Through the process of hypothesis formation and hypothesis
evaluation, the dissertation has achieved the following findings and
implications ;

1. The current study has clarified the relationship between
misunderstanding and coherence. Lack of coherence is certain to lead
to misunderstanding, but coherence does not ensure that
misunderstanding will not occur because it is diverging on some
occasions.

2. The dissertation has identified some cognitive principles
underlying communication, i. e. the principle of iconicity and



economy, the principle of implicitness, the principle of prototypical
interpretation, and the principle of accessibility. In addition, the
dissertation has confirmed the imaginative nature of reasoning and
summarized inference patterns: image-schematic  structuring,
metaphoric mapping, and metonymic reasoning.

3. The dissertation has offered new lights on describing
understanding and misunderstanding from a cognitive approach.
Cognitive understanding is a process of triggering ICMs, instantiating
ICMs, and constructing experience, while cognitive misunderstanding
is described as the case of cognitive disparity between Speaker ICM
and Hearer ICM in terms of instantiating ICMs differently, failing to
share the same ICM, and employing different inference patterns.

4. The dissertation contributes to an on-going dialogue between
pragmatics and cognitive linguistics by applying theories of ICMs to

pragmatic issues.
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List of Abbreviations

MIS
ICMs
RICM
EICM
HICM
SICM
IE

CE

misunderstanding

idealized cognitive models
reference — ICM

event — ICM

hearer ICM

speaker ICM

individual experience

collective experience
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Introduction

1.1 Preamble

More and more linguists, who have been increasingly interested
in the study of language use, have reached an agreement that the most
important use of language is for the purpose of communication between
human beings. As far as language use and communication are
concerned, language production and language comprehension
(understanding) , speaker ( writer, addresser) and hearer (reader,
addressee ) come into focus. Successful communication between
human beings, either within a culture or across cultures, requires that
the message and meaning intended by the speaker be correctly
received and interpreted by the hearer. Successful communication is
always the highest goal pursued by both the speaker and the hearer.
However, there is some degree of miscommunication in most human
interactions. The endeavor to achieve the goal, like any other human

activity, can go wrong or amiss in a variety of ways.



The Oxford English Dictionary includes many words indicating
unsuccessful communication, which make up a ®mis-’ family, such
as misapply, misapprehend, miscalculate, mishear, misinform,
misinterpret , misname, mispronounce , misquote , misread ,
misrepresent, misspell, misunderstand, misuse. Misunderstanding®
( MIS for short) is so commonplace and universal that it has been
receiving  extensive  attention from  linguists,  sociologists,
psychologists, researchers of communication, etc. Though intensive
studies have been done on this issue from various perspectives, the
dissertation still expects to obtain new findings through careful research

on MIS from a cognitive point of view.

1.2 Rationale and objectives

It is not hard to imagine how often MIS appears in everyday
communication. Apparently, people misunderstand each other’s
words, silence, gestures or attitudes all the time. MIS happens not
only between people with different languages or cultures, but also
between close friends, spouses, adults and children, doctors and their
patients, and teachers and their students, in all walks of life.
. Consequently, “it is widely assumed that misunderstanding is
ubiquitous—an assumption supported by the availability of specific

repair structures in conversational turns and their frequent use”

@ “Misunderstanding” , in its single form as an uncountable noun, is used
to refer to a pragmatic phenomenon as a whole, while its single or plural form as a

countable noun refers to actual cases.
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