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Trouble in talk: interfacing conversational and literary dialogue

Models and theories of communication generally seek to explain mutuality of understanding
between Speaker and Hearer. Meaning transfer between interlocutors has to be trouble-free
and complete. Empirically, we assume that in everyday life people mutually understand each
other when they talk to each other. Failure of understanding is, therefore, regarded as trouble.
As Mark Platts terms it:

As native speakers, we find the linguistic acts performed by members of our speech
community comprehensible; we understand such actions readily to the point of doing
so unreflectively. As theorists of linguistic exchange our primary and forbidding task is
to render that native comprehension itself comprehensible; to do so is to consider
reflexively our usual unreflective comprehension.

(Platts 1979:1-2)

Theories of meaning and communication, therefore, attempt to account for symmetry
between production and reception of meaning. Code theorists of meaning uphold the notion
of “double conformity” (Taylor 1992:28) between interlocutors; that is, the mutual sharing of
the same idea expressed by utterances on the understanding that for both speakers and
addressees words and propositions enter into the same relations with objects or states of
affairs in the world. Inferential theories of meaning similarly propose that meanings speakers
intend in the use of utterances can be worked out by hearers via dependable paths of
inference. Social theories, like Brown and Levinson’s (1987) Politeness theory, are similarly
predicated on the mutuality of attention to face needs and wants on the part of communicators.
Conversation Analysts, too assume mutuality — in Pomerantz and Fehr's words, “It is
...assumed that meaningful conduct is produced and understood as based on shared
procedures and methods. People’s conduct is not idiosyncratic... (1991:69).

In all these instances, the metadiscourse of communication is one of mutuality and
symmetry of understandings. The effort, then, is to explain the ‘what ‘ and the ‘how’ of
communication as mutual understanding. Rarely is it possible to ask ‘whether’ we understand
each other in communication, a question which would be regarded as trivial and as leading
to scepticism (Taylor 1992:3). To assume that we do not understand each other would be to
propose a world of isolated and windowless monads, each ensconsed in a private world and
bereft of contact.

If communication is full and and symmetrical understanding between speaker and
addressee, a-symmetries of any kind are cast as failures and are negatively assessed. The
binary structure of understanding/misunderstanding invites assessments of positive/negative.
In talk, communication is a matter of language use among participants. Trouble in talk brings
about negative evaluations, both of the talk itself, and the perpetrators of miscommunication.
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Sources of misunderstanding are multiple and include grammatical, semantic,
pragmatic and discourse aspects as Coupland et al. (1991) have shown. The six ‘levels’ they
propose range from Level 1, in which code control may be low or intended pragmatic
inferences may misfire. These are reparable mistakes and there is often a low awareness of
failure and a high level of tolerance. At Level 2, there may be higher levels of awareness,
but participants may choose to avoid taking remedial action in the interests of saving face
or of deflecting threat to face. At Level 3, ‘standard’ norms are invoked in order to assess
communicational success or failure: failure to conform to such norms being the source of the
trouble. Personal goal satisfaction or success in interaction could be put at risk at Level 4,
and hence, interpersonal consequences, like frustration, could follow as a result of
communicative incompetence. Levels 5 and 6 involve deeper clashes of cultural norms or
ideological value systems which lead to personal, or cultural identites being called into
question, negatively. Repair at this level may not be possible. In all cases, misunderstanding
is seen as a product of a-symmetries in linguistic, cultural and inferential resources, which
in turn serves to uphold the assumptions of balance and symmetry and mutuality of
understanding as authorised by our metadiscourses of communication.

Given mutualities and symmetries of knowledge, inferential paths, and a common
linguistic code, language should serve as a perfect tool of communication. Shared cultural
norms, ideological values and encyclopaedic knowledge as contextual conditions, together
with shared grammatical and code competences and inferential patterns should lead to
mutual understanding of utterances between speaker and hearer in a context of talk. Such
would be our ‘unreflective’ linguistic heritage in Taylor’s (op cit ) terms., which theorists
seek reflectively to explain. Hence, our grammatical, pragmatic, sociolinguistic and discourse
models which attempt to provide explanatory frameworks for our commonsense notions of
communication.

Yet, it is debatable whether such symmetrical conditions can be regarded as actually
operative in day-to-day interactions. For a start, socieites are often composed of sub-groups
with different and competing norms; linguistic competences — especially standard language
ones,are unevenly distributed; social stratification and differences of age, sex, class, sta-
tus, etc. exist in all cultures and can condition norms of interaction. Some theorists have
argued for a weaker notion of symmetry and mutuality, since optimal rather than maximal
understanding is deemed to be sufficient for successful communication (Sperber and Wilson
1985). Moreover, unless ‘misunderstanding’ were made into a discourse matter overtly, via
repair strategies, the default assumption would be that communication has been successful,
whether it has been achieved or not. There is no way of knowing for certain, one way or the
other. In actual fact, mutual understanding could be one of degree. The force of the binary
division of either/or that underpins our notion of communication/miscommunication is also
weakened. Understanding can be more of a hit-or-miss affair than we are prepared to grant.
Misunderstandings, too, need not be consequential and could be passed over in silence in
Level 1 fashion. Consequential misunderstandings are those of levels 4,5,and 6 in which
goal satisfaction, cultural identities and personal and inter-personal well being are involved.
The risk of negative evaluation of the miscommunicating partner is highest at these levels.
Inadequacy, wilfulness, unco-operativeness or just plain stupidity can be attributed to such
interlocutors.
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Yet, in many cases, misunderstanding is often the result of alternative ways of
understanding the same utterance. The same processes are at work in miscommunication
as in communication. In these instances, our assumptions of communication as unsullied
‘flow’ in conduit fashion of understanding, with no ‘noise’ to contend with must be seen as
an idealization. Instead, what we note is that there is always a putative risk of alternative
understandings surfacing in communication, which can make equal sense and not non-
sense. The risk is in the code, in the pragmatics of language, and in discourse rules.
Misunderstanding is thus not something given a priori, like ungrammaticality, but something
achieved in context. It is up to those involved to work out whose understanding is to count
as a misunderstanding, but in situ.

| have argued elsewhere (Herman 1997) that it is social power that underlies the
ability to categorise another’s understanding as misunderstanding. At one end are clear-cut
instances in which a powerful participant is empowered to correct and repair another’s
incorrect or misleading interactions, as in adult-child talk. At the other end, are instances of
adult interactions, either between native speakers, or between native and non-native speakers
where one participant’s norms take priority. In the native-non-native speaker case, it would
be the native speaker’s norms. The ‘deficit’ in miscommunication is generally attributed to
one or other in situ. Where non-native speakers are involved, and different cultural codes
are in force, there is actually a double deficit, a symmetry of a-symmetries, so to speak
between the two. The ‘norms’ are, however, those of native speakers; deficit devolves on
the out-culture participant. For instance, languages and cultures like the Polish (Wierzbicka
1985) do not use the interrogative but imperatives for requests, which when transmuted
into English can appear highly rude, even though no offence was meant. The assumption of
mutuality deriving from the fact of the use of the same linguistic code- English- can be
misleading and damaging.

The same holds true for the ability to make inferences in cases of indirect
communication, which communicators, if observing the Co-operative Principle, would be
expected to do, in order to work out what the speaker may have meant in the use of an
utterance. Much communication is indirect, the intended meaning not manifest in overt
linguistic form, as work on indirect speech acts, and politeness phenomena makes clear. In
the following extract the participants are native and non-native speakers but the
‘misunderstanding’ that occurs is common enough in native speaker interactions as well.

NS wife: Bob’s having a party. Wanna go?

NNS husband: OK.

NS wife: (later) Are you sure you want to go?

NNS husband : OK, let’s not go.I'm tired anyway.
(Tannen 1975; quoted in Gass and Varonis 1991:131).

In the analysis, the husband’s second response is classed as a‘° misunderstanding’
of his wife, who wants reassurance from him that he really wants to go to the party. The
husband, on the other hand, reasoned that since his wife has re-opened the topic of the
party, she is probably not keen to go herself and is leaving it to him to decide. In Grice’s
(1975) terms, there is a flout of the maxim of quantity in the repeat of the question, but the
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path of inference undertaken by the husband is perfectly logical. Similarly, if we use a
Relevance theory framework (Sperber and Wilson 1986) in which the most economical,
inferential route, in relation to cost of interpretive effort, is followed, then the husband’s
reasoning would appear to b e following the rules, not breaching them. There is no fault, or
deficit or stupidity here. It is an alternative and equally valid form of understanding. The
fact that the husband has misunderstood his wife is sorted out between them in this particu-
lar situation. It could equally well be argued that the wife has used inadequate means to
fulfil her own goal.

Alternative understandings which are classified as misunderstandings are evident
in the use of the linguistic code as well. Our semantic theories usually attempt to characterise
meaning in abstract fashion in order to examine systematic relations of meaning like
synonymy, hyponymy, entailment, etc. In actual use, given the amount of indeterminacy
and ambiguity in natural languages, disambiguation in contexts of communication is often
called for. Proper nouns, pronouns, definite reference, and such like have all been mentioned
as candidates for disambiguation. Words, too, can be highly polysemic, and of course,
syntactic ambiguity is not unknown.

Our theories, however, generally tidy up the troublesome nature of the code in
order to explain meaning in bounded and explicit terms, with communication seen as the
transfer of such meanings to others. Yet, there are highly consequential instances in which
code ambiguity cannot be resolved by internal appeal to the systematic nature of meaning
in the code itself. One such is a celebrated murder case in Britain in which a legal minor had
shot dead a policeman, it was alleged, as the result of the instigation of a friend who was
also present on the scene. The phrase in question was ‘Give it to him, Chris’. The court had
to adjudicate as to which meaning was THE meaning at the critical moment: 1)* Give the
gun to the policeman, Chris’ or 2) ‘Shoot the policeman, Chris’. What was to be determined
was whether ‘Give it to him’ was literally or idiomatically used: the prosecution and the
defence claimed opposite meanings. Both of them made equal sense, but one had to function
as non-meaning in this context. In the event, the speaker was found guilty and was executed
although he had not actually used the gun himself. Recently, some fifty years later, the
hanged man has been formally pardoned by the State, but of course, too late for him.

Both code and inferential meaning are actually far more troublesome than we assume
is the case, and this is particularly evident when we have to pause and consider exactly
how bounded our ordinary meanings are and what entailments or inferences our utterances
generate. Courtroom talk is a fruitful site for such semantic testing. In the following, a
murder trial again, ‘Pete’ shot dead another man after a quarrel, but was also stabbed by
the victim. The role of ‘D’, Pete’s girlfriend, as a possible accomplice of Pete, is the issue at
stake.

DA: And you had strong feelings over Pete at the time?
D: Yes. | was his girlfriend at the time.

DA: You were upset because he was stabbed?

D: |wasn't upset.

DA: You weren't upset? You were happy?

D: “No.

DA: You had no feelings at all about the wound he had?
D: | was concerned about what was going on.
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DA: Did you feel sad that he was wounded?
D: |don't know.
DA: You don’t know how you felt? | mean, you could have been happy?
D: No.
(Quoted by Drew and Sarjonen 1997:104-5).

The meaning of ‘wasn’t upset’ is ‘negotiated’ by the two. The interaction makes us
ponider on the question of what exactly we do mean when we say we are ‘not upset’: What
does it imply or entail? — to be happy, or sad, or indifferent, or concerned? Thus, alternative
understandings are detailed, and different and equivalent possibilities for meaning are listed,
only one of which is D’s meaning in this context. And this is strategic, of course, since D’s
own future as a free person is at stake. The rest, from D’s point of view, is a ‘misunderstanding’
of her state of mind at the time, but they remain meaningful possibilities nevertheless.

A similar instance, but of restricting the scope of the meaning of a term is available
in President Clinton’s testimony to Kenneth Starr’s enquiry team on the scope of the word
‘is’, in present tense form. The issue is to do with allegations of perjury. In the videotaped
testimony of the relationship with Monica Lewinsky the following occurs.

Q...in the statement of your Attorney, Mr.Bennett, in the Paula Jones deposition, counsel is
fully aware, at page 54...line five, counsel is fully aware that Ms. Lewinsky has ...filed has
an affidavit which theyare in possession of...saying that there is absolutely no sex of any
kind... with President Clinton... That statement is made by your attorney in front of ...Judge
Weber Wright, is that correct? ‘ '

A That'’s correct...

Q That statement is a completely false... statement, whether or not Mr. Bennett knew of
...your relationship with Ms. Lewinsky, the statement that there was no sex of any kind.....
was an utterly false statement. Is that correct?

A it depends on what the meaning of the word is is. If he... if it means is and never has
been, that's one thing. If it means there is none, that was a ...completely true statement.

And later when pressed on the same point, the President replies:

A | have told you Mr. Weisenburg. | will tell ... you for a third time. | am not even sure that
when...Mr. Bennett made that statement that | was concentrating ...on the exact words he
used. Now if someone had asked me...on that day “are you having any kind of sexual...
relations with Ms. Lewinsky” that is, asked me a question in the present tense, | would have
said no...And it would have been perfectly true.
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When affidavit and testimony state that there ‘is’ no sexual relationship and there
was none in actual fact at the time of the affidavit, then of course the statement is true.
From a grammatical and truth conditional point of view the President was correct and
truthful. Yet, the fuss and furore over the interpretation of ‘is’ included the accusation that
the President was being evasive.

In all these instances, the force of the binary of understanding/misunderstanding as
an a priori ‘given’, and based on following or breaking rules is considerably weakened.
‘Misunderstanding’ is often an alternative understanding and arrived at by following the
same rules as for ‘understanding’. There are contingent and often strategic reasons as to
why some understandings are accepted and others are not, but not because interlocutors
are defective in some way.

Possibilities for understanding and meaning are actually very rich in language and
language use, a fact that our abstract notions of meaning and our streamlined notions of
communication as exchange of transportable and symmetrical meanings often tend to erase.
This basic groundswell of meaning potential is best exploited in literary reading where
alternative meanings are positively valued. This eventuality is not confined to literature
alone since everyday life is often rich in humour and play with language. Interlocutors can
take positive delight in deliberately and ostentatiously ‘misunderstanding’ each other.
Literature, however, makes such exploitation a major form of practice. Alternative readings,
not as ‘misunderstanding’ abound in the field. The potential for alternative understandings
as ‘misunderstanding’ is exploited and displayed in comedy, punning, word games, etc. For
instance, in Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night we have the following exchange.

SIR ANDREW Bless you fair shrew

MARIA And you too, sir.

SIR TOBY Accost, Sir Andrew Accost.

SIR ANDREW What's that?

SIR TOBY My neice's chambermaid.

SIR ANDREW Good Mistress Accost, | desire better acquaintance.

MARIA My name is Maria, Sir.

SIR ANDREW Good Mistress Mary Accost —

SIR TOBY You mistake, knight. ‘Accost’ is front her, board her, woo her, assail her
SIR ANDREW By my troth, | would not undertake her in this company. Is that the
meaning of Accost?

The first ‘misunderstanding’ occurs when Sir Toby interprets Air Andrew’s ‘What'’s
that as ‘Who’s that'? Rather than as ‘What does accost mean? From Sir Toby’s answer that
it is his neice’s chambermaid, Sir Andrew concludes that ‘Accost’ is Maria’s name, and
behaves accordingly. The confusions that result from a perfectly valid inference play out
the comedy of this extract. ,

In the following extract, deliberate ‘misunderstanding’ is made to function as a form
of ‘understanding’. Paul chooses the inferences that suit his own purposes and uses them,
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since logical, too, to ensnare Edward into a situation that the latter does not want. The
situation is that Paul and his ward Melanie have a plan to marry Melanie to an aristocrat by
pretending to be aristocrats themselves. Edward, Lord Sheere, is to be the victim. Edward
has no intention of marrying Melanie at this stage although he is attracted to her.

EDWARD (firmly) | have not proposed to Melanie.
PAUL That does credit both to your upbringing and your personal integrity. |
unfortunately am not in a position to put your fears entirely at rest. | cannot tell you
for certain whether or not she really loves you, but if you will take the advice of an
old man, don’t give up hope, don’t despair too soon.

(Noel Coward: Conversation Pieces 1979:219).

Instead of accepting Edward’s assertion that no proposal has been made, Paul
chooses to infer from Edward’s words indications of uncertainty as to whether Melanie
loves him or not, which are cast as the reason for the lack of a marriage proposal. Edward
is thus coerced into the identity of an honourable and legitimate suitor and possible marriage
partner, a situation that he does not want but cannot dispel.

In conclusion, what the paper has attempted to argue is that ‘misunderstanding’, in
many instances, is an alternative form of understanding. The potential for alternative and
multiple meanings is a consistent feature of language use, and therefore, risk in achieving
communicational symmetry of understandings is to be expected, and can be used as
alternative forms of meaning for all kinds of purposes. It is a risk which is often suppressed
in the interests of a notion of communication which is necessarily idealized in our theories,
for explanatory purposes, but which also leads to negative and one-sided assessments of
individual performances when the risk is realised in practice. Legal and literary contexts, in
particular, have been scrutinised since the expectation of bounded and symmetrical meanings
in communication are open to question in both contexts — one because outcomes are
consequential, since in legal discourse exactly what we mean or have understood in
communication has to be unequivocally established; the other, the literary, because they
are not, and therefore the rich development of this potential is positively encouraged. Both,
however, display the negotiatory nature of meaning in use. The negative aspects of meaning
in misunderstanding, in which identities are called into question as defective or inadequate,
are, by no means, the whole story of misunderstanding.
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