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Abstract

Misunderstanding, as a form of unsuccessful communication. has been receiving
extensive attention from linguists, sociologists. 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 [ 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 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 contlict between Speaker ICM and Hearer ICM. ICMs™ contlict 5 further
divided into external contlict 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-ICM, or retrieve different
instantiations in applying the same event-ICM. event though they share the same
reference-ICM or event-ICM.

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
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’ 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.

[N

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 imacinative natura

of reasoning and summarized inference patterns: image-schematic structuring,

metaphoric mapping, and metonymic reasoning.

LI

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 emploving 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.

Key words: misunderstanding; cognitive linguistics; idealized cognitive models

Classification number: H030




e IO

=
i

BEEFXR. #H2FX. VEFR, XFRFREF—EXEFREIMRE,
EREXZANAIEAZBR T AEERNFR, KUK E A HIE WL 3R
BIHEIL, XXENELARK, oA Z Mo g (F—. ZF), £&
Fr (ANEFZEZEIE), ZinsF =1 £EXE) ‘

F-EXRERFRENPFGH, FTAXFEFEE, UARAERKE

MR, F_ERXRER, TEPHTUEFAXTUREFH=NEE: BH#
HEX. RBEfGE, —UY, RBEREAERRENENSFEAFKE
HENZEAERHEY. REFZERARBIATEHLEN, XZERRTEE
XFEER. EERAARIUKEAE RS,
BEHEBERBEHR T ZERL). FZEFTLTNT AREFAFF R E
HEEXMTHERNESZER, FBTFE TElIUEELAGAERGERZ LK
R FRERZE T AN ARETEXRTAER, TERZ CABNEREE
AARNBEDNER, BHARRETALAYERLLEH, LLBAAN
BEERFAKEELEET BT THEA, B, AXVUAREEE. £ E
Lakoff WA LA BEXAZRZE T ZEXFRERHERER, EEEES
AR ER AT T IEER, FURPK T X TRRRESREL, PEEMA
mEXZE AR RABE L ASEIO TR ERE,
FOHEFRETHREAZEAABEISAEAZR M ARELZ EH =
RITERAZRE. IRFRFHRBAFRENBFRZ 4, EHETELIRERE
AFREARETFAEANERBLASER, WRPBATTEAZLZE —ER 14
WEER, EEHFLERMARERZNEARLEATZSR, NRATFE,
HTEEREAREERBMASEAREXEEA, FUEFARAREZF)3
AW TEMEY: EREANEEL) . S ERLNEELSE. THENFEXR
HEAZRTIRAREFTE. BRKRLNRAE,
HTARBEATEELAERNRERE AR eEES
REX. BramiffoiegzE, EREENTHEATEE

Ak

k



AEZANFE: EREXNOERBR I E N THENE, #9820 TIHE: F
— SR BB A A F AT T AR E.
ENBESERXFRARRIFHBLLGRE, ZEEHERE, XXBETH
HEER. 45 BRATRBEETAARERR, EFHSZ
EERETHIRIER TR, K, BHT
m. TRERN, BRARLGEN) EEEX, Bf, 28 AR ELERA
BE AN EERZAFEAMATED, TAEE Az E2, L2
B, MIEAFRE T AN EEMARERARTINEEMARER N~ £ 2
RREATAENAEERER, TREFEARRE, &BE, AXEAAEES
FHRERAEAFRA, RETEAFTARETFRFRARSTE,

%%ﬁ:%ﬁ;%%mé . EHEAALER

A% E: HO30

vi




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



tim b APV,

Contents
Acknowledgements ...l et et e e eaaaee s |
ADSIract ... ii
B BB ettt ettt v
List of abbreviations ... Vi
Chapter 1 Introduction..............cccooiiiiiiiii 1
1.1 Preamble......ooo e i
1.2 Rationale and objeCtives ............uvvieeeiiiii e i
1.3 Data colleCtion.........cooiiie e 3
1.4 Research scope and methodology.......cooooeeeeeii i 5
1.5 Outline of the dissertation............ccoooooiiiiiieciic e 5
Chapter 2 Previous Work on Misunderstanding .......................ccc....... 7
2.1 INtrodUCHON ..o 7
2.2 Various approaches to misunderstanding ........................oooo 7
2.2.1 Pragmatics-centered approach ...........cccooooiiiiiiiieicie e 7
2.2.2 Conversation-analytic approach ..........cccooeoieoiviieeiieeeeeeeee 8
2.2.3 Computational-linguistic approach ............cccoeeeveeviiviiiiiceeene . 9
2.2.4 Cross-cultural @pproach ........ococveiiiiioi e 10
2.2.5 Misunderstanding in institutional settings............ccocoooeiieenn 11
2.2.6 Study of misunderstanding in China...........ooooviiiiiiieii 13
2.3 Definition of misunderstanding.........c.....coooveeioiiieiviiiceeeeeee, 14
2.3.1 Misunderstanding as a common sense category ...................... 15
2.3.2 Misunderstanding and its “family”.........cccccooeeiiiiiiiii 16
2.3.2.1 Misunderstanding vs. miscommunication................................ 16
2.3.2.2 Misunderstanding vs. other forms of miscommunication......... 17
2.3.2.3 Misunderstanding vs. pragmatic failure ................................... 19
2.3.2.4 SUMMAIY ..t 19
2.3.3 Various aspects of defining misunderstanding...............ccc.c....... 20
2.4 Levels or types of misunderstanding.........ccccccovvviiiiiiieiiiee 22



TR 3T e ey

; 2.41 Misunderstanding on levels of linguistic analysis ...................... 23
% 2.4.2 Misunderstanding on levels of meaning ...........ccociiiiii 23
' 2.4.3 Relevance-theoretic classification ................coooiiiiiiiiiiiiii 25
2.4.4 Classification based on recognition and negotiation................... 26

! 245 Result-based ClasSifICAtON. .......cco.vroooooererrroreseseoecoeeeseereereeen 28
2.5 Sources of misunderstanding.........cccccoviiiiiiiiiii e 27

2.5.1 Sources related to the nature of communication........................ 28

2.5.2 Sources related to communicative means—ianguage .............. 31

§ 2.5.2.1 Ambiguity and VAgUENESS ...........uiiieiiiiiinieiiie e eeia e e 32
2.5.2.2 Implicitness and indirectness...........ccccco i 34

2.5.2.3 JAIGOM e et 35

2.5.3 Sources related to communicators ... 36

2.5.3.1 Expectations and inferences ..........ccooeeeiviiiiiiiiee e, 36

2.5.3.2 Language transfer ........cociiiiii i 38

2.8 CONCIUSION oo e 39
! Chapter 3 Theoretical Framework ...................coooiiiiiii 40
3.1 INrOdUCHION oo 40

3.2 Triggers in the previous Work ... 40

3.3 Obijectivist theories of understanding ... 42

E 3.3.1 The conduit model of understanding ...........ccoooivceiiiiie . 42
" 3.3.2 Pragmatic theories of understanding............ccccoeveeiieeeieeennn. 42
3.3.3 Insufficiencies of objectivist theories of understanding............... 45

3.4 An experiential view of understanding..........c.c.ccoee i 47

3.4.1 Basic assumptions of experientialism.................eiiiiiniinnnnn.. 47

3.4.2 An outline of experiential understanding ............ccoceviiiiveeiininnnnn.. 439

3.4.2.1 Perception of the world...........oooiiii e 49

3.4.2.2 Organization of the perceived world ............c.cccccc e, 52

3.4.2.3 ICMs and language use (understanding)..........cccccoeevevvivevnnnnnn. 56

3.5 Assumptions of ICMs-based misunderstanding ..........ccccccceeviiiinnne.. 58

3.8 CONCIUSION L.oiii it et 59
Chapter 4 Misunderstanding and ICMs’ Conflict................. 60

4.1 INrodUCHION ..o e 60




4.2 Qutline of ICMS’ confliCt. .. oo 60

4.3 Misunderstanding and experiences’ conflict............ccccccciiiiiii 63
4.3.1 Individual experience vs. individual experience.......................... 63
4.3.2 Individual experience vs. collective experience......................... 85

4.4 Misunderstanding and overinformativeness.........c.c.ccoceeiiiiiiiiines 69

4.5 Misunderstanding and underinformativeness.........c.cccceceoiiiiiiiieens 72
4.5.1 Incompleteness in form ... 72
4.5.2 Implicitness in CoONteNt.........ccoiiiiii 79

4.6 Misunderstanding and improper choice of linguistic expressions..... 82
46.1 Misunderstanding and prototypical effects ... 82
4.6.2 Misunderstanding and granularity ............ccoocioiiiiiiiiene i 85

4.7 Misunderstanding and problematic reference ........c...........c 92
4.7.1 Deictic vs. anaphoriC .......v.iviiiiii e ... 92
4.7.2 Deictic Vs, GENETIC . 95

4.8 Misunderstanding and prominence ...........ccceieviveiiiiiiiin 97

4.9 CONCIUSION L. oo s 103

Chapter 5 Misunderstanding and Cognitive Reasoning........................ 105

5.1 INtrodUCHION ..o 105

5.2 Reasoning: imaginative vs. rational................... 105

5.3 Image schema vs. metaphoric Mapping........cccccooviviiiiiiiiiiin. 107
5.3.1 Image-schematic Structuring ..........ccccevveiumimminniiee e, 107
5.3.2 Metaphoric Mapping......ooocoiiiic e 109
5.3.3 Misunderstanding—image schemas vs. metaphors.................. 110

5.3.3.1 From image schema to metaphor.............ccciin, 110
5.3.3.2 From metaphor to image schema...........ccocooiinnen, 115
5.3.3.3 The indeterminacy of metaphoric mapping......cc.....cccoooveeeen 117

5.4 MetonymicC reasoning ... cccoceeereeereeiniiniieeee e e e eetiiieii et 119
5.4.1 Cognitive basis of metonymy ... 120
5.4.2 A classification of metonymy e, 121
5.4.3 Metonymic reasoning and inference............cocci 123
5.4.4 Misunderstanding and referential metonymy..............ccoooooies 126
5.4.5 Misunderstanding and predicational metonymy ........................ 127



5.4.6 Misunderstanding and speech act metonymy .............ccoool. 130

5.4.6.1 A survey of speech act metonymy.......ccoo.iiiiin e, 130
5.4.6.2‘Case SHUAY o 131
5.4.6.3 Double metonymic operation.............cccoeeieiiiiiineiiie e 135

5.5 CONCIUSION oottt e ettt 136
Chapter 6 ConcluSIiON ..o, 138
6.1 Summary of the dissertation............c.. .o 138
6.2 Findings and imMplications ... 139
6.3 Suggestions for future research ... 142
RefereNCeS .o 144

|AY



Chapter 1 Introduction

1.1 Preambie

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, t¢. 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.

' ~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.

1



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 ben&een 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”
(Dascal. 1999).

MIS may have slight effects on communication or interpersonal relationship. For
example, when A says to B “Please give me the bucket”, and B bring a different
bucket from the one A has in mind. On some occasions MIS even becomes the source
of humor. On a bus, for instance, a little boy has a running nose and produces
unpleasant noises. Then the woman nearby says to him. “Do you have a handkerchief.
young boy?” Unexpectedly she receives a reply, *Yes, I have. But [ do not want to
lend it to others.” The woman will feel rather funny than annoyed. Hence, MIS may
even pass entirely unnoticed.

However, not all effects of MIS are as slight and entertaining as the above. It is also
common that MIS leads to frustration, resentment. anger. quarrel. clash, conflict and
even warfare. It may even arouse racial discrimination and hatred between people
from different cultures or countries. Therefore. it is still necessary to study MIS at
least for the sake of minimizing negative effects and maintaining harmonious
relationship in communication.

In addition to practical significance mentioned above, research into MIS also
displays its theoretical value. Language understanding, as part and parcel of language
use, constitutes the greatest concern of pragmatics. From Austin’s speech act theory to
Grice’s conversational implicature and Cooperative Principle, from Leech’s Politeness
Principle to Sperber and Wilson’s Relevance Theory, previous scholars endeavor to
put forward their own models of language understanding. As the opposite of
understanding, MIS has been touched upon more or less in previous work. It is
inevitable that many followers of pragmatics have done an intensive and plentiful

research on this topic in the past years when pragmatics has been amazingly popular
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at home and abroad. Despite their efforts there is still much to be desired.

MIS, as a kind of miscommunication, naturally receives attention from researchers
of communication, especially of intercultural or cross-cultural communication. In a
broad sense, cross-cultural MIS happens between people from different cultures. from
different races, from different classes, from different professions. between a man and
a woman, and between a child and an adult. Further research from a new approach
will offer new insights into intracultural communication and intercultural
communication.

MIS, as a form of errors in language learning, is also worth efforts from scholars of
Second Language Acquisition and Foreign Language Teaching. Further research from
a new approach may shed new lights on why foreign language learners may make
various kinds of pragmatic errors and what they should do to avoid or at least
minimize the risk of such errors.

Most important of all, this dissertation expects to contribute to theoretical
development of research on MIS. The starting point of the present study is the belief
that previous research on MIS is based on objectivist theories of language use. Those
theories “explicitly or implicitly regard language as a human faculty which is
independent of the rest of cognition. also involving perception, motor movement and
image formation” (Marmaridou, 2000:2). By contrast. the present study is to explore
the emergence of MIS from the perspective of experientialism and cognitive
linguistics. The expected findings include:

1. The description of cognitive understanding and cognitive misunderstanding;

2. The outline of origins of misunderstanding based on cognitive linguistics;

The picture of integrating cognitive linguistics with pragmatics.

W

1.3 Data collection

In the previous studies, examples of MIS are collected trom natural and simulated
discourse. By way of tape-recording most scholars obtain natural data and give

detailed transcriptions of data. However, some of them who have worked on MIS
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have exposed difficulties in collecting examples of MIS from natural discourse. For
example, Milroy (1986: 23) says. “by its nature. material on miscommunication is
hard to collect in any svstematic way, since such instances occur unpredictably and
sometimes infrequently”. Humphreys-Jones (1986:37) also conveys the same idea as
follows:
Initially, in an attempt to collect data, surreptitious recording was carried out in a family
home. a student dat and o university room. witere a wide range or conversations toox
place between various different participants. The number of misunderstandings to emerge
from these recordings was low and was not satisfactorily productive in proportion to the
time spent listening for them on tape.
As far as the current dissertation is concerned. it is impossible and impractical to dc
tape-recording and corresponding transcription due to lack of necessary equipments
and tight schedule intended for the dissertation. Moreover, the approach adopted in
the current study is not based on conversation analysis. Hence, it does not make much
difference without much tape-recorded natural dara. In general, there are three ways
ot data collection.

Firstly, some examples of MIS in the current study are collected by the diary
method, which means that examples are found by chance in conversations happening
among close friends, relatives, and even strangers. Its authenticity may make up for
the shortage of tape-recorded natural data. All English versions of Chinese examples
are given by the current author.

Secondly, plays and novels provide a reliable source of simulated examples. Some
of them can be regarded as natural to a large extent because conversations in plays
and novels cannot be free from the influence of natural discourse. Since simulated
examples are available for prolonged and repeated investigation, limitations of
memory in analyzing natural discourse can be avoided a great deal.

Finally, some examples are adapted from other scholars’ research. In some cases.
comparative studies can be done between their analysis and the current examination,
which may reveal differences betwe=n the current approach and previous ones.

Therefore, there are two kinds of MIS under discussion: MIS happening among
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