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Preface

Misunderstanding is a long-standing phenomenon in speech
community. It exists in various forms of communication in different
languages and cultural backgrounds. Misunderstandings differ: some
don’t cause serious consequences and others do. Serious misunder-
standings often cause negative effects which are unexpected, such as,
embarrassing the communicator, creating a negative impact on ongoing
communication activities, or even causing conflicts in interpersonal
relations. This study on misunderstanding is thus as important theoreti-
cally as it is valuable practically.

This dissertation documents the attempt to carry out an overall and
systematic research on the theory and application of misunderstanding.
Based on the previous achievements in the study of misunderstanding,
the author puts forth the research target, research methods, main
concepts and theoretical framework of this study. The study focuses
on misunderstanding cases in real life situations. The author combines
description and explanation as the research methods, using dynamic
research, static research and contrastive analysis. The main idea of
this dissertation is that verbal communication is an interactive speech

construction process between communicative participants. In any given
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situation, communicators need to negotiate and adapt their meanings
based on the discourse context and socid-psychological factors so as
to reach correct understandings of verbal communication. Dynamic
concepts and interactive and multi-faceted perspectives feature
prominently in this study, the framework of which focuses on five main
aspects.

1. The nature of misunderstanding. Speech communication is an
interactive process consisting of verbal construction and verbal under-
standing, with understanding being its core concept. Misunderstanding,
as a phenomenon, can be identified and remedied by the cooperation
and negotiation during the interactive communication process.
Therefore, we can deduce that the elimination of misunderstanding
can be achieved by ensuring balance in the dialogue. The definition of
misunderstanding consists of four elements: ascription, differentiating
characteristics, the content or objective of misunderstanding and the
finding or identification of misunderstanding. The concept of misun-
derstanding in this study is defined thus: misunderstanding refers to the
situation when a reader or listener unintentionally obtains a mistaken
or partial understanding of a speaker’s verbal information or writer’s
intended communication. After a careful comparison between misun-
derstanding, non-understanding, divergent-understanding, deliberate-
misinterpretation, misleading communication, communication failures,
and pragmatic failures, the denotion of misunderstanding has been
further clarified.

2. The classification of misunderstanding. The defining criteria

of misunderstanding used here have been based on the summarization
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and evaluation of existing research in the field. Pragmatic meaning
criterion, comprehension result criterion, the degree of identification
and disposition criterion have all been taken into account in classifying
misunderstanding. Pragmatic meaning criterion refers to identification
based on a misunderstood meaning, including discourse meaning
and discourse implication, with subclasses of proposition meaning,
referential meaning, rhetoric meaning, illocutionary force, implicature
and so on. And the criterion is easily applied to disclosing the nature of
misunderstanding. Comprehension result criterion refers to the classi-
fication of misunderstanding by examining the volume of information.
It includes additional interpretation, losing information and paraphrase.
This criterion focuses on the static result and cannot help us to
understand the actual condition of misunderstanding. The degree of
identification and disposition criterion refers to the classification based
on the follow-up activities of the communicator, including instant
identification and disposition, gradual identification and disposition
and final identification but no disposition. Put together, these criteria
disclose the nature of misunderstanding from different angles.

3. The causes of misundetstanding. Through this study, the root
causes of misunderstanding have been explored by examining the
elements of discourse and analyzing the discourse in a coherent and
dynamic manner. We find that misunderstanding is not caused by
a particular unitary element, but by comprehensive ones, although
ambiguity, vagueness and omissions are the main verbal elements
which cause misunderstanding. The comprehensive elements include

verbal means, motivation, speech roles, social elements, contextual



information and psychological information. By using this interactive
and dynamic view of misunderstanding that is based on construction
and interpretation, we can further thouroughly explain and illuminate
misunderstanding.

4. The adjustment strategy for misunderstanding. Based on the
achievement provided by information rhetoric and controlling rhetoric
research, we discuss the information gap and adjustment in trying
to reduce the possibility of misunderstanding and to guarantee the
efficacy of speech communication. We first discuss the controlling ef-
fect of utterance and the classification of utterance. In this study, front
feedback and back feedback, positive feedback and negative feedback
are differentiated based on the order and function of feedback. We find
that the fundamental mechanism of utterance control lies in negative
feedback, after which we discuss the specific strategies of avoiding
and eliminating misunderstanding at different levels of pronunciation,
vocabulary, sentence patterns, pragmatics and rhetoric. It is concluded
that all controlling and adjusting of pronunciation, vocabulary and
sentence patterns ultimately comes down to pragmatics and rhetoric.
That is to say, in order to eliminate misunderstanding and the informa-
tion gap, both parties in a communication need to adjust their language
through constant feedback in the construction and interpretation
of conversation to accommodate each other and to reach a mutual
understanding.

5. The applications of misunderstanding research. Besides
conducting a theoretical analysis of misunderstanding, this study

also tries to explore its applications to teaching Chinese to speakers
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of other languages. We have found that international students often
misunderstand transferred meanings, metaphorical meanings, special
cultural meanings and fables. These misunderstandings affect their
reading speed, formation of Chinese language sense, and grasp of the
core meaning of information. My research aims to provide guidance
and help in both this area and the area of translation. Because of the
different psychological mechanisms in conceptualization and the
different means of language, misinterpretation occurs and the nature
of a piece of translation can be affected. This research also aims to
lessen the difficulties associated with cross-cultural understanding and
communication.

Any study on misunderstanding has not only to take into account
the restrictions that situational and social elements place on the speaker
when constructing a discourse, but also to give consideration to the
cognitive psychology mechanism of the listener when interpreting said
discourse. Such considerations therefore make it difficult to include all
the distinctive features of misunderstanding and describe them from a
single aspect. To counter such difficulties, this study takes an overall
look and systematic exploration and interpretation of misunderstand-
ing based on the theories of pragmatics, modern rhetoric, disourse
linguistics, sociolinguistics, psycholinguistics, cognitive linguistics and
other related fields.

Zhang Shaoyun
March 2011
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