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ABSTRACT

This thesis is based on the premise that when speaker-hearers are
involved 1n misunderstandings, they provide analysts of talk with valuable
evidence of a process which is not normally amenable to direct investigation,
namely, the process of 'successful communication'. A number of scholars,
working independently from different disciplinary perspectives, have begun
to investigate such evidence but there has been no systematic programme
of research to determine either the structural characteristics of
misunderstandings or the different types of misunderstandings which could

occur in everyday interaction.

In order to facilitate such a programme, a corpus of one hundred
misunderstandings was collected by the diary method. As a first step
towards analysing the corpus a communication model was developed in
order to account for the salient structural characteristics of
misunderstandings. Four major integral components were identified which
provide an important source of evidence for establishing (i) that a
misunderstanding has occurred, (ii) the extent, course and outcome of

a misunderstanding and (iii). the type of misunderstanding which has
occurred. The components are both 'textual', such as utterances, and

'non-textual', such as understandings, and therefore enable the essential

aspects of communication to be accommodated in the analysis.

The fact that nineteen different types of misunderstandings were
identified indicates the complexity of the phenomenon. The "process"
analysis of the corpus and of additional data, drawn from the work of
other researchers, shows that speaker-hearers are able to negotiate

understanding by means of a number of devices'. In detailing these

'devices' and the inter-relationship between them, it is suggested that



the correct use of'devices! and the recognition of inappropriate responses

are crucial communicative skills. The majority of misunderstandings are

detected and resolved because speaker-hearers draw on these skills.

Nevertheless, some misunderstandings are not resolved and these data
emphasize how important it is that speaker-hearers utilize the resources
available to them. By specifying what these resources might be, this thesis
argues that successful communication requires highly complex, structured
interaction in which the monitoring of understanding is of paramount

importance,
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INTRODUCTION




This thesis is based upon an investigation of the phenomenon of
'misunderstandings® in conversations between native speaker-hearers of
English., The aim of the thesis is to develop an analytic model which
describes the structure of misunderstandings and to esta.blist; a typology
which distinguishes between different types of misunderstandings, thereby

contributing to our knowledge of how speaker-hearers communicate in

everyday language use,

A misunderstanding occurs when a communication attempt is unsuccessful

because what the speaker intends to express differs from what the hearer
believes to have been expressed, It is distinct from botﬁ correct
understanding, where what the hearer believes to have been expressed 1s

equivalent to what the speaker intended to express, and non-understanding,
where the hearer has no understanding of what the speaker intended to
express., Correct understanding is more common than misunderstanding or
non-understanding but én a number of occasions such correct understanding
is the consequence of careful negotiation between speaker-hearers who seek
or offer clarification of what has been intended, said, heard or understood

and who indicate or acknowledge problems in their communication attempis.

Misunderstanding is suffiéiently common for it not to be treated as
an extraordinary occurrence 'bj participants, who often recognize that a
misunderstanding has occurred in their conversation and who are able to
resolve it., Such a resolved misunderstanding may well become a source of
amusement and / or something to be recounted to others who were not
participants. 1. This is not always the case, however, and participants’
failure to recognize that a misunderstanding has occurred sometimes results

in hostility or confusion (Gumperz, 1982 ; Milroy, 1984).

Misunderstandings are therefore a feature of conversation which
affect the content and direction of the conversations in which they occur

and which affect the behaviour and attitudes of the participants. As such,



they warrant study in line with other features of conversation, such as

‘side sequences' (Jefferson, 1972), 'openings' (Schegloff, 1968) or

‘closings® (Schegloff & Sacks, 1973). However, misunderstandings, unlike
these sequential features, involve the negotiation of understanding. During
the course of a misunderstanding participants often query and explain their
utterances, thereby offering the analyst a means by which speaker intention
and hearer understanding can be examined, If evidence can be provided of

the ways in which speaker-hearers undertake communication, it becomes possible
to analyse communication without total recourse to the analyst's intultive

interpretation of what speakers and hearers are doing when they communicate.

The difficulty of gaining access to the cognitive processes of speakers
and hearers, in terms of their intentions and understandings respectively,
has impeded communication study. Direct observation is impossible., As

Labov & Fanshel comment

" In general, we must admit that we are not inside the
patient®’s mind, and we need all the help that we can
muster in order to see what he understands by his
expressions and what he intends others to understand "

(Labov & Fanshel, 1977:120).

The "help that we can muster" comes from a number of sources : participants

can provide commentaries, their utterances and the responses to them can

be used as a basis for inferring what was going on, paralinguistic cues can
indicate participants' attitudes and so on (Labov & Fanshel, 1977; Kreckel,

1981; McGregor, 1983, 1984, 1985). Analytic decisions on the interpretation

of these utterances and cues may rest with the analyst and although his
intuition may be supported or supplemented by textual evidence, his interpretatior
of the data may be only one of several possible interpretations (cf.

Gumperz & Tannen, 1979; Gumperz, 1982). If one examines an exchange of
utterances from the individual perspectives of each of the different

participants, one may find that what the speaker intends of his utterance



may not be what the hearer understands of it and this may differ again
from what an overhearer or analygt understands of it, A sound basis for
interpreting utterances, intentions and understandings is provided by
conversations which include participants® explanations of what was intended
or what understood, These explanations are an intrinsic part of the

conversation in which they are expressed and are likely to reflect the
appropriate intentions and understandings of the participants more accurately
than retrospective commentaries which might be unconsciously altered after

consideration of the conversation. Such explanations are often found

during misunderstandings.

The use of examples of miscommunication as a step towards studying
communication has previously been proposed (Zaefferer, 1977; Gumperz &
Tannen, 1979; Stubbs, 1983). Discussing theoretical methodology, Stubbs

makes the following suggestion :

" Rather than attempt to capture directly how people
communicate, the researcher can concentrate on the
problematic aspects of communication situations -
points, for example, at which the communication
breaks down or encounters difficulties. By looking

at what happens when people fail to get the message
across, at why this happens and at what speakers do
in order to reinstate the normal smooth flow of

interaction, one can gain insight into the routine
structures of behaviour "

(Stubbs, 1983:241),
This thesis seeks to provide such insight through the analysis of the
structure of misunderstandings. In referring to "speakers", Stubbs may
well be talking about “speaker-hearers". In this thesis, it is axiomatic
that participants in the roles of both speaker and hearer strive to
"reinstate the normal smooth flow of interaction". The hearer's role is

given explicit prominence since it is the hearer who misunderstands and it

is the hearer who listens to utterances based on or deriving from that

misunderstanding before becoming the speaker who produces a resolving

utterance (see Grimshaw's (1980) plea for according the hearer more attention).

-



Previous studies of misunderstandings have been undertaken from a

number of different disciplinary perspectives, Primarily sociolinguistic

in orientation, these studies have variously focussed (1) on inter-ethnic
and inter-dialectal misunderstandings (Gumperz, 1982; Gumperz & Tannen, 1979;
Milroy, 1984; Milroy & McTear, 1983; Varonis & Gass, 1985), (ii) on

interpretive procedures and participant roles (Schwartz, 1977; Grimshaw,

198%4) and (1ii) on sequencing (Jefferson, 1972). In addition, a theoretical
pragmatic study of how particular understandings, including misunderstandings,
are reached (Zaefferer, 1977) and a discourse analysis model which is

applied to a misunderstanding amongst other data (Burton, 1981) have been
undertaken. These studies support the contention that the study of

misunderstandings can offer insight into communicative behaviour in that
they make it clear that participants do interactive work to resolve
misunderstandings, are affected by misunderstandings and draw upon numerous

sources of knowledge when communicating.

There has been no detailed analysis of the structure of misunderstandings
in general although the structures of individual misunderstandings have

been considered. In the absence of any systematic corpus-based analysis,

examples of misunderstandings tend to be discussed on an ad hoc basis.

This thesis attempts to identify the structural characteristics of misunder-
standings and to provide a system of reference to misunderstandings. The
analysis and classification of misunderstandings should indicate the scope
of what is involved when misunderstandings occur., Classification is not
mere listing; rather, "a classification of a set of objects is a system

of reference for the objects together with rules for referring them to it"
(Carvell & Svartvik, 1969:29). The devising of a system of reference for
the components of misunderstandings should be of use in subsequent work on
the phenomenon and should provide insight into communicative processes which

are not directly observable,



The analysis of misunderstandings is subject to the problems which
beset the analysis of any spoken discourse, such as data collection,

determining relevant context and background knowledge, accounting for
multi-functional utterances and accounting for cohesion and coherence in

the discourse (see Coulthard, 1977; Stubbs, 1983 ; Brown & Yule, 1983 for
discussion of these and other problems). An analysis of misunderstandings
has to overcome the fundamental problem of handling both observable features,

such as utterances,and features which cannot be observed,such as intentions

and understandings. The analysis must therefore amalgamate ‘'textual’
components, that is, components which are present in the ffanscribed text,
and 'non-textual' components, that is, components which are not present in

the transcribed text and which must be determined by consideration of

the text. Utterances, paralinguistic cues and actions are textual components

while intentions and understandings are non-textual components. Participants'’
understandings may change during the conversation and the analysis must
account for such change. It cannot present a static view of discourse
with the participants appearing to be mere catalysts who have produced

the discourse ; the analysis must preserve the dynamism of interaction
and must account for the participants as the positive creators of that

interaction.

Thus, in order to examine the structure of misunderstandings and to

typologize them it is necessary to devise an analytic system, The prime
concern of this thesis is the devising and application of such a system.
Subsequently, the findings of the analysis and the typology will be used
to show how participants undertake communication and how they negotiate

understanding so that their communication attempts are successful,
The thesis is organized in the following way :

The first three chapters are concerned with establishing a methodology

and a corpus, In Chapter I previous work on misunderstandings is discussed



and the context in which the research discussed in this thesis has been
undertaken is established. Chépter II considers the problems of data
collection and details the corpus on which this research is based. Chapter
III discusses the problems of describing communicative behaviour, referring

in particular to speaker's intention and hearer's understanding, and

proposes a . model of communication which incorporates these elements.

Chapters IV, V, VI, VII and VIII are concerned with the analysis of the

corpus. The analytic methodology is outlined in Chapter IV. This methodology

draws on the proposed model of communication and enables the utterances,
paralinguistic and extralinguistic features produced during a misunderstanding
to be described. Two types of components are identified: (i) textual
components, which can be checked against the text, such as utterances, and

(ii) non-textual components which are recovered after consideration of the

textual components, such as participants' understandings.

Two primary textual components are identified: (i) origin, the
utterance which is misunderstood and (ii) manifestation, the utterance
which is based on or derives from the misunderstanding and manifests it in

the conversation. These comfonents are discussed and illustrated from the

corpus in Chapter V.

The utterances and features other than the origin and the manifestation
during a misunderstanding constitute the secondary textual components,

devices. Thirty devices are identified; they resolve or fail to resolve

the misunderstanding. Each device is described and illustrated from the

corpus in Chapter V.

The non-textual component which is identified is the state of
realization of each participant, that is, whether or not each participant
realizes,or is aware that,the misunderstanding has occurred. FEach participant's

state of realization determines how he understands the conversation and




it therefore plays an important role in determining the structure of a

misunderstanding. Realization is discussed in Chapter VII, in which

evidence for it and the ways by which it is effected are discussed.

Chapter VIII discusses the structural sequences found in the corpus.

Basic and diversified structures are identified, both of which can be

expanded and interactivelz expanded.

As a consequence of the analysis, a typology of misunderstandings is

proposed in Chapter IX. This typology is based on participants' states of

realization and it distinguishes nineteen types in the corpus.

In order to test the adequacy of the analytic and typological methods,
additional data are analysed and typologized in Chapter X. The data are
drawn from the work of other researchers who have examined miscommunication.
It is found that the model adequately handles the analysis of misunderstanding
but that the typology requires revision. This revision involves presentation

rather than criteria and it 1s easily accomplished.

The analysis and typology of the corpus and additional data

demonstrates that participants have the facility to detect and resolve

!

misunderstandings. The specific range of devices which are available to

them constitute a crucial facet of their communicative skills. The

majority of misunderstandings are successfully dealt with but there are

a number which are not realized or resolved., In these instances, participants
have failed to use devices successfully, which suggests that participants
communicate from their own perspectives and that if they are not able to
consider how others are interpreting the conversation, their communication
attempts may not succeed. The interactive negotiation which participants
undertake can be highly complex and is indicative of a communicative

procedure which participants can choose to adopt and execute in order to

accomplish successful communication.




CHAPTER 1

THE STUDY OF *MISUNDERSTANDING'®




1. INTRODUCTION

Miscommunication has been investigated from various disciplinary
perspectives : ethnomethodological (Jefferson, 1972), sociolinguistic
(Schwartz, 1977; Grimshaw, 1980, 1982), linguistic / sociolingulstic,
specifically relating to inter-ethnic and inter-dialectal miscommunication
(Gumperz, 1982; Gumperz & Tannen, 1979; Milroy. 1984; Milroy & McTear, 1983;
Varonis & Gass, 1985) and pragmatic (Zaefferer, 1977). The hypothesis
which underlies much research on miscommunication is that study of instances

of miscommunication might yield insight into what happens when they do not

occur, that is, when there is no breakdown in communication. Zaefferer
(1977:329), writing in terms of “"understanding", in a theoretical pragmatic
context, argues that the study of "misfunctions" gives more insight into a

system. than the study of “examples of perfect functioning" and similarly
Gumperz & Tannen (1979) comment that

" by studying what has gone wrong when communication

breaks down, we seek to understand a process that goes
unnoticed when it is successful "

(Gumperz & Tannen, 1979:329),
The hypothesis is not new. 1In sciences concerned with systems in which
internal mechanism or structure is not directly observable it is common to

concentrate on the output of these systems, particularly on defective

output, as a means of determining how the systems are constructed and how

they function.

It is debatable whether a study of miscommunication in order to shed
1igpt on understanding is a feasible practice, Two particular problems
;impede such a study. Firstly, understanding is an unobservable process;
Lyons (1977:731) calls understanding a "cognitive act". It may well be
that the process of misunderstanding is as opaque as that of understanding.

The cause of a misunderstanding might seem apparent, such as lexical or



referential ambiguity, but the actual cognitive process by which the misunder-
standing was made remains unobservable. Secondly, misunderstanding is not

the converse of understanding. A misunderstanding is an understanding which
happens to be incorrect and is distinct from non-understanding, where an

utterance is not understood at all.

Psychologilcal research into the effects of ambigulity on sentence
processing (e.g. Mackay, 1966; Foss, 1970; Carey et. al., 1970; Bever et.
al.,, 1973) demonstrates that tasks involving ambiguous sentences take longer

to complete or are completed less successfully than tasks involving unambiguous
sentences, When the subjects performing the experiments make errors in

understanding sentences these errors are judged to be failures by the
subjects because of processing difficulties caused by ambiguity or because
of idiosyncratic responses by the subjects. The adoption of a simple
polar model of understanding means that misunderstandings are seen as

failure, like non-understanding, without there being any importance attached

to the implications of such a failure, that is, the fact that it is
understanding, which happens to be incorrect. Similarly, in discussions
on the definition and testing of language comprehension (Freedle & Carroll,

1972), reference to misunderstanding, as opposed to understanding and non-

understanding, is minimal,

Understanding is not absolute but admits degree, so that in partielly
understanding an utterance one might actually understand it sufficiently
correctly to know what the speaker intended his utterance to mean. Alternatively
a partial understanding might result in the hearer misunderstanding an
utterance, if the part which he has failed to understand correctly has been

misunderstood rather than not understood at all, Garrett (1974), in
presenting hypotheses about the order of sentence processing, offers a

characterization of comprehension which allows that partial understanding

is frequently sufficient and he acknowledges that comprehension errors occur.
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Attempts to quantify understanding have been unsuccessful on the whole.
Mistler-Lachman (1972:614) argues that measurement of comprehension has
not been successfully achieved and that the various attempts to do so "are
comparable only if one presupposes a unitary form of comprehension - a

specific and fixed goal, as it were, achievement of which can be fixed like

a fifty-yard dash",.

It is possible that the quantification of understanding can most
profitably be attempted through the study of conversations in which

understanding is discussed and negotiated, that is, in conversations in

which misunderstandings occur. The quantification of understanding could

be achieved by an assessment of the correlation between what the speaker
intends and what the hearer understands of the speaker's utterance., If

the speaker makes one or more attempts to amend the hearer's understanding
it can be assumed that the hearer has not understood correctly and that he
is gulded towards a correct understanding. The utterances which the speaker

and the hearer exchange during this guiding process provide "evidence for

the analyst of how correct understanding is reached.

Although the study of misunderstandings is unlikely to add insight
into the cognitive process of understanding, it is the contention of this
thesis that the study of misunderstandings can add insight into the
communicative process whereby a speaker endeavours to ensure that a hearer
shares his understanding of an utterance produced by that speaker. This
thesis focusses on the structure of misunderstandings as a means by which
the communicative process may be studied. In the following section previous
work on misunderstandings is reviewed and it will be seen that to date there
has been no systematic investigation of the structure of misunderstandings.

In Section 3 the definition of misunderstanding which is adopted in this
thesis is discussed,

. R e B e s T mTIEEST T LT L — -
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2. TREATMENT OF *'MISUNDERSTANDING'

The study of defective output has been successfully undertaken by
researchers working on speech error data (e.g. the papers in Fromkin, 1973,

1980 which detail mistakes made by language users and discuss the

implications for theories of language structure and processing). According
to Fromkin (1973:44) speech error data "provide us with a *window' into
linguistic mental processes" and this is borne out by the relationships
drawn between performance errors and conjectured language processing
procedures, which offer interesting models of how a language user's
*competence' might be structured., The language user is mostly taken to be

a speaker rather than a hearer.

Speech perception is not entirely neglected. Goldstein (1980) discusses
bias and asymmetry in speech percgtion and proposes that listeners make
use of bias to narrow down alternative hypotheses when processing a signal,
arguing (1980:259) that "“Errors in perception are simply hypotheses that
happened to be incorrect"., Since it is currently impossible to verify
whether or not language users do make subconscious choices between various

possible interpretations of what they hear, such an argument is necessarily

i nconclusive,

Nevertheless, the argument for choice has been put forward in respect
of misunderstanding by Zaefferer (1977). He explains interpretation as
being a choice of readings, explanations for which can be provided by
decision analysis ; a misunderstanding is therefore an incorrect reading
choice. The assumptions regarding the pay-off matrix in the decision
analysis are presumably made on the basis of the analyst's intuition and
could therefore vary considerably depending on which analyst establishes
them., Furthermore, decision analysis cannot explain why a particular

interpretation is made but can merely indicate possible reasoning which

el e ks Ay g g il Ty it e ot b e
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the hearer might have undertaken in order to arrive at the particular
interpretation he made., Decision analysls is also favoured by Davidson
(1974, 1975) Eﬁt'while his argument for the importance of belief in the
interpretation of utterances is valid, his view that decision analysis
offers an acceptable means of accounting for the beliefs of speakers and

hearers is less convincing.

Decision analysis cannot substantiate the claim that speech interpretation

error is caused by incorrect choice. Though unverifiable, it remains
possible to attiribute perception error to incorrect choice because

perception and interpretation are very different processes.

Garnes & Bond (1980), discussing the appropriateness of using error
data to shed light on speech perception amongst other linguistic phenomena,
consider the behaviour of listeners when confronted with anomolous sentences

in experiments :

" When listeners cannot make sense of what they hear,
their typical reaction is to question the reader, 'Did
you say ?' There are, however, different kinds of
data that show that'hearers may instead attempt to

reinterpret what they hear and actually attempt to
process their misperceptions "

(Garnes & Bond, 1980:232).
Whether or not the lexical switch from 'listener' to ‘hearer' is intentional,

it indicates the difference between perception of a signal and the

subsequent processing, that is, understanding of it.

This distinction between perception and understanding is vitally
important and failure to appreciate it can result in over-simplification
of what is happening, particularly in respect of errors. Celce-Murcia
(1980) discusses the causes of some misperceptions and she goes on to
attribute misunderstandings to these misperceptions but her scope remains
limited to speech perception rather than understanding and thus she fails

to attach any importance to the difference between possible factors in



'slips of the ear' in her list of causes of misperceptions (1980:207).

For example, factor (1), "Phonological misperception of consonant and vowel
segments", is very different from factor (7), "Misperception based on the
listener's current preoccupations”. It is quite possible th#t the hearer
in (7) could have perceived the signal correctly but because of his current

preoccupations he does not understand it as the speaker intended it to be

understood.

Misperception may cause or contribute to a misunderstanding but not

vice versa since perceptlion precedes understanding. Misperception and

misunderstanding do not newessarily co-occur. Misperception is a hearing

problem or a problem in the processing of a signal once it is heard while
misunderstanding is a problem in the interpretation of that signal., As

with errors in production, perception errors can be matched against the
correct expression., Thus it is possible to distinguish between correct and
incorrect production as evidenced by, for example, "weak and feeble - feak
and weeble" (Fromkin, 1973:15) and between correct and incorrect perception,

provided that a listener reports a misperception correctly, such as "speaker

produced fuel flask, listener perceived field glasses" (Browman, 1980:213).

One might assume that the hearer would not understand the utterance
containing the phrase 'fuel flask', given the incongruity of what was

actually perceived, ‘'field glasses'. However, the hearer could achieve

an understanding of the misperceived utterance if ambiguity or contextual

or situational support made the misperception comprehensible, 2

In
such a case, however, the hearer correctly understands what he has heard ;
he has not, however, correctly understood what the speaker actually uttered
nor what the speaker intended, Distinction between understanding and

misunderstanding is thus less easily drawn than distinction between perception

and misperception.

Fallure to hear correctly could be a contributory factor in the occurrence
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of a misunderstanding but the two errors should be treated separately. A
misunderstanding may occur when a participant has ‘incorrectly heard either
some part or the whole of an utterance, If this mishearing is realized

and acknowledged and a clarification or repeat is sought, by the use of

such formulae as "Pardon ?", "What did you say?", "I didn't catch that" and

so on, it 1s not a misunderstanding. If the person who misheard the utterance
interprets that mishearing, believing it to be correct, and continues

the conversation under this belief, it is a misunderstanding, Mishearing

can thus result in misunderstanding. Goffman (1976:296) makes a structural

distinciion between the two which gives the impression that they are not

connected :

" The structural difference between an unhearing and a
misunderstanding is to be found in terms of how the
difficulty gets corrected, With unhearings the
recipient signals there is trouble; with
misunderstandings, the speaker "

Even if a hearer has failed to hear an entire utterance he may believe he
knows what the utterance expressed and he may respond accordingly. The

correction or signalling of the trouble depends on whether the speaker or
the hearer realize that it has happened and depending on the progress of

the conversation could be donefy either speaker or hearer, Goffman's

example of a misunderstanding could well be due to mishearing :

" Doctor :: Have you had a history of cardiac arrest
in your family ?

Patient : We never had no trouble with the police "
(Goffman, 1976:295, from Shuy).

The misunderstanding here could be caused by the patient's unfamiliarity

with medical terminology but it could equally well be caused by mishearing,
that is, failing to hear "“cardiac".

Grimshaw (1980) uses the term 'mishearing' for failing to understand

correctly, called 'misunderstanding' in this thesis., The term 'Misunderstanding’

is reserved for anti-understanding by Grimshaw (1980:36); anti-understanding
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occurs when, having understood an utterance correctly, one chooses to

respond as though it had not been understood correctly, which is intentionally
misunderstanding. Grimshaw discusses a taxonomy of outcomes of

communicative events which provides the following outcomes : nonhearing,
understood as intended, non (or partial or ambiguous) understanding,

mishearing and Misunderstanding (that.is, intentional misunderstanding).
The criteria which distinguish mishearing (that is, misunderstanding) from
the others are firstly that the hearer is confident of having correctly

heard and interpreted the speaker's utterance and secondly, that the

hearer has the lingulstic capacity to understand the utterance correctly,
that is, should know the meaning of the constituents and so on. Grimshaw

has difficulty in determining the outcomes for some of his data : "Five
and six represent cases of partial understanding ... that shade off into
mishearing. Both could also be read as Misunderstanding" (1980:49), "Five"
and "s{x“ are constructed data and therefore lack situation, context,

intention and so on, all of which might guide the analyst.

In a subsequent paper, Grimshaw (1982) subjects an episode of naturally
occurring conversation in which he is a participant to an adaptation of

Labov & Fanshel's (1977) compiehensive discourse analysis, In addition,

he elicits comments from one of the two other participants. In spite of

the extra resources upon which he draws (his own ethnographic knowledge,

his participation, commentary from another participant), Grimshaw is not
able to determine exactly what the episode is "about" and which communicative
outcome ensues, He nevertheless makes some instructive observations
(1982:20) : (1) that "those involved appeared to be talking at cross-
purposes"gi%gat at least two of the participants were not aware that there

was any problem in understanding, (iii) that the "impasse" was not resolved
and (iv) that "even minimal *sense' could be made out of the exchange

only by recourse to deeper and deeper examination of a number of contextual
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dimensions" (1982:20)., Thus participants are not themselves troubled by a
miscommunication which subsequently cannot be understood, even with the

benefit of hindsight.

Grimshaw provides a very detailed analysis of the episode but he

acknowledges that his analysis has limitations :

" The expansions in the appended text are tentative and
the characterizations of interactional moves even
more -subject to challenge. It is not clear, in short,
that an analyst can confidently claim to understand
either "what has been said" or "what was done" in
the colloquy (of the participants)

(Grimshaw, 1982:22).

The fact that the analysis cannot explain the datum is one major problem,
The fact that Grimshaw is unable to place the communicative nonsuccess within

his taxonomy is another :

" None of the participants in this episode has Misunderstood.
Nelther have they, however, understood as intended, partially
understood, or misheard - misread (as I use those terms) "

(Grimshaw, 1982:23).
Grimshaw is quick to point out the shortcomings of his taxonomy (imprecise,
nonexclusive, nonexhaustive, abstract) but suggests that attempts to refine

the taxonomy and to analyse discourse so that there are no competing

interpretations should develop successfully as comparative testing and

validation become available,

Grimshaw's distinctions between partial understanding, mishearing and
Misunderstanding seem difficult to apply. It is possible that he has tried
to be too specific. By assigning indeterminate illocutionary force and
different levels of knoﬁledge to partial or nonunderstanding and problems
with signals and defeasibilities such as shortcomings in capacity or attention

to mishearings ('misunderstandings' in this thesis), he focusses on the cause

rather than the outcome, It might be easier to distinguish between the
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different types of miscommunication if one were to focus instead on whether
the hearer suspects nonsuccess, knows nonsuccess is the outcome or does not
know that nonsuccess is the outcome ; indeeed, one of the criteria for
mishearing (misunderstanding) is that the hearer believes he.has correctly
heard and interpreted the utterance. This erroneous belief may be in

respect of an utterance of indeterminate illocutionary force which Grimshaw

seems to restrict to partial or nonunderstanding.

Grimshaw's attempts to deal with communicative nonsuccess and to

analyse an actual example of nonsuccess, together with his forthrightness
about the difficulties he encounters are praiseworthy. To offset the fact

that in spite of detailed analysis he cannot resolve to his own satisfaction
the overall problem of "what is going on", he is able to establish (i) that
participants may gradually become aware of nonsuccess, (ii) that not all
participants may necessarily become aware of nonsuccess and (iii) that the
resolving of nonsuccess is often a complex task which may be subject to

considerations such as the importance which participants attach to the

conversation and so on,

X
The work of the ethnomethodologists is primarily concerned with

patterns in the organization of conversation and with specific sequences
within conversation. Jefferson (1972), dealing with the issue of whether
or not participants resolve misunderstandings, investigates the procedures
by which participants handle errors in conversations. Jefferson argues that
the sequences which she isolates have an orderliness which suggests that
they are rule-governed. One of the "side sequences" which she details
(1972:304) 1s a "misapprehension sequence" in which “there is a statement of
sorts, a misapprehension of sorts and a clarification of sorts : (s) - (m)-
(c)". The option to clarify is the clarifier's when it is he who shows the

(m) has occurred, the (m) being open to other interpretations, and is the
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(m)-speaker's when the (m)-speaker shows that (s) needs to be clarified,

thus obliging the (s)-speaker to- clarify his utterance. These two options
refer to different conversational problems for the participants : the first
is a misunderstanding in the sense used in this thesis, a failure to
understand an utterance correctly; the second is a request for clarification

or a signal that something in (s) is not correct or cannot be interpreted,

which effectively enables the participants to avoid a potential misunderstanding.

Ad jacency between the three utterances, (s) - (m) - (c), is implied
and indeed if they were not adjacent the notion of 'side sequence' would be
lost because the metatopic it constitutes would be integrated with the
ove?:a.ll topic. However, the hearer's response which manifests his misunderstand-
ing of the speaker's utterance could occur several utterances and/ or
speaker turns after the original misunderstood utterance ; clarification
could follow at an indeterminate number of utterances and speaker turns
later., This clarification could be undertaken by more than one participant
and could extend through more than one utterance and/ or turn. The extent
of a misunderstanding could thus be potentially Fgrea.ter and more complex
than (s) - (m) - (c).

Jefferson does not intend the three parts of her 'misapprehension

sequence' to be definitive and she names them "for convenience", the names
being "a way to handle them readily" (1972:304)., This is unfortunate because
by not defining "misapprehension" she risks talking about different, though
related, phenomena as one phenomenon ; ‘misunderstanding’, *misapprehension’
and 'no comprehensiod are used inter-changeably, Having difficulty in
understanding an utterance differs from incorrectly understanding an utterance
which also differs from not having any understanding of an utterance,

although all three are communication problems which participants have the
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capacity to resolve and all three may well involve sequences within the

conversation.

In subsequent work on errors and their repair (Jefferson, 1974;

Schegloff, Jefferson & Sacks, 1977) only production errors are discussed,

such as the use of the wrong word, the inability to identify a referent, the
inability to express a proposition clearly and so on. These are inevitably
recognized as errors by the speaker, who corrects himself, or by the hearer,
who expresses his difficulty in making sense by a question or by otherwise
drawing attention to the 'trouble source' ; in other words, a misunderstanding
is avoided because the hearer is aware that he is having trouble with the
utterance expressed by the speaker. The adjacency between 'trouble source’
and repair or request for repair is unlikely to be found in misunderstandings
where the hearer's utterance which manifests his misunderstanding separates
what is misunderstood, the *'trouble source', from the repair of any error in
it or problem caused by it. The utterance by the hearer which manifests his
misunderstanding of the speaker's utterance could also be considered a
‘trouble source' as it is an inappropriate response to the speaker's utterance.
When the 'trouble source' is the hearer's utterance it could be repaired in
the next utterance but presumaﬁiy only rarely by the hearer himself.
Schegloff, Jefferson & Sacks's (1977) argument that self-correction
predominates over other-correction is unlikely to be borne out by instances
where 'self', the hearer, does not know he has made an error without being

given some jndication of this by ‘other', the speaker.

Schegloff, Jefferson & Sacks (1977) distinguish between ‘'initiation'’
and ‘outcome’ of repair, discussing techniques by which initiation draws

attention to the error and prompts a repair of it. In misunderstandings,

the error could also be the initiation in that the inappropriacy of the

hearer's response could initiate repair without additional comments.
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Alternatively, the exchange of utterances subsequent to the hearer's utterance
could be the initiation, ranging from the question/ exclamation "What ?"

to an elaboration of the response during the course of which the misunder-
standing becomes apparent. Outcome of production errors is réstricted to
success or faillure but in errors of understanding a number of outcomes are

concurrently possible., If the misunderstanding is corrected for two out of

three participants the outcome is both a success and a failure.

The sociolinguist Schwartz (1977) is similarly concerned with the
sequencing of misunderstandings and also with the ways in which misunderstand-
ings are detected and resolved, Schwartz, however, offers a definition of

misunderstanding which raises a number of questions : "By 'misunderstanding®’
I mean an interpretive error that is discovered by its maker at least two
utterances after it is made" (1977, in 1978:3). This definition raises a
number of questions which Schwartz fails to answer., Is the 'maker' of a
misunderstanding the one whose utterance is misunderstood or the one who
misunderstands it? In what way is it Qiscovered' - is it the realization

that it has occurred or is it the admission of its occurrence in the
conversation? When is 'two utterances after it is made'? When,indeed,

is a misunderstanding made - after the utterance has been expressed or

simultaneously on hearing it? Why should 'two utterances' be significant ?

As a result of limiting himself to one datum, Schwartz can claim that
‘utterance’, ‘'reply' and ‘correction' follow successively and that a
misunderstanding is discovered in a certain order, namely, by the speaker
first and then by the hearer when the speaker corrects him., This order
need not necessarily be the only one: it is quite possible that a hearer
realizes that he has misunderstood an utterance before the speaker of that
utterance realizes the misunderstanding has occurred. The hearer may have
realized the misunderstanding'’s occurrence in the light of utterances

subsequent to the one misunderstood, in which case the sequence of utterance,
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reply and correction is broken by other utterances,

Schwartz indicates that failure to share an interpretation of an

utterance is not necessarily a misunderstanding, thereby adding another
dimension to the problem of distinguishing between misunderstanding and
other interpretation problems. He makes the interesting observation that

there is a communicative skill in dealing with a misunderstanding as a

misunderstanding :

" A hearer interpreting a remark's meaning differently than
1ts producer, and the hearer showing the producer this,
doth not, by itself, a misunderstanding make. Conversationalists
may not treat this as a technical or linguistic difficulty,
but as a political, moral, or psychological one ...
Treating something as a misunderstanding, then, is as
much an interpretive accomplishment of speaker-hearers
as treating something as a joke or story "

(Schwartz, 1977, in Schwartz, 1978:19).

Schwartz's theoretical discussion of misunderstanding indicates what is
involved in this interpretive accomplishment in respect of one misunderstanding

only. By extensively commenting on the three utterances which comprise his

datum and by drawing on other examples he discusses the procedures which the
participants undertake in order to detect the misunderstanding and to resolve
it. The commentary is specific to the one datum and does not conclusively

support the theoretical arguments which Schwartz puts forward.

The idea that treating a conversation phenomenon such as misunderstanding

.as an interpretive accomplishment is supported by the work of researchers of
inter-ethnic and inter-dialectal misunderstandings (Gumperz, 1982; Gumperz

& Tannen, 1979; Milroy, 1984; Milroy & McTear, 1983; Varonis & Gass, 1985).
The data in these studies are drawn from actual conversations and are

subjected to detalled interpretation,

Gumperz (1982) and Gumperz & Tannen (1979) investigate discourse
strategies by using data from actual conversations in which communication

1s not successful, The object of their research is to determine the
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sociocultural knowledge which speaker-hearers draw on in conversation.

The miscommunications which they discuss all "involve mistaken judgements
of others® conversational intent" (Gumperz & Tannen, 1979:321). These
judgements tend to be attitudinal and are mostly due to inter-cultural
differences between speakers and hearers, The fact that the judgements are

mistaken is detected retrospectively by the participants and by commentators,
Gumperz & Tannen (1979) are not primarily coneerned with understanding ;

they investigate the causes of miscommunication and the sociocultural

and linguistic knowledge which would enable each type of miscommunication
to be avoided,

Milroy (1984) and Milroy & McTear (1983) are similarly concerned with
the causes and consequences of breakdowns in communication. Their examples

are drawn from speaker-hearers who have different dialectal backgrounds
because the "internal grammars" of such speaker-hearers are assumed to

differ, thus enabling the role of "linguistic knowledge in comprehension”
to be assessed (Milroy, 1984:7-8).

The following specification of miscommunication is given : "A
miscommunication may be said to take place when there is a mismatch between

the speaker's intention and the hearer's interpretation" (Milroy, 1984:8).

The speaker's intention is not limited to any one utterance and the
misoommunication can therefore presumably be in respect of a larger part
of the conversation than one particular utterance or in respect of what

could be called social motives rather than intended propositions., The

consequences of the misunderstandings discussed are primarily attitudinal.

The question of how breakdowns in communication are rectified is not

pursued. Milroy (1984) does, however, make a distinction between

"misunderstandings"”, which involve differences in speaker-hearers' semantic

analyses of an utterance and which do not interrupt the conversation's



23

flow, and "Communicative breakdown", which happens when participants are
aware that "something has gone wrong" in the conversation. This distinction
is important in terms of the structure of misunderstandings gince Milroy's
"misunderstandings" are not separate entities within conversation whereas her

"communicative breakdowns" are.

‘From both an applied linguistic and sociolinguistic viewpoint, Varonis

& Gass (1985) discuss miscommunication between native and non-native speakers,

They argue that in addition to having different language systems, a lack
of shared bellief space can cause communication problems. They suggest
seven ways in which participants can behave after there has been a lack of

understanding and they illustrate each of these with actual data. The
seven ways in which participants can behave are as follows :

. Immediate recognition of problem but no comment.
Immediate recognition of problem and makes comment,
Later recognition of problem but no comment,

Later recognition of problem and makes comment.
Recognition after conversation but no comment.

. Recognition after conversation and makes comment.
. No recognition, "

(Varonis & Gass, 1985:328).

'\Jo\knf-‘b)t\)l—'

These provide a valuable guide to the possible outcomes of misunderstanding
but the distinction between "immediately"” and "later" is not clearly drawn,
From the examples given, "immedlate" recognition of a communication problem
is made when the next speaker produces an utterance which comments on or
corrects the problem and which is adjacent to the utterance which has
manifested the problem, "Later" recognition is made when the next speaker
pauses before producing his comment or correction; in the example of
"later" recognition, the correcting utterance is similarly adjacent to the
utterance which has manifested the problem, It is possible that within a

conversation a comment or correction could occur "later" in the sense that
a number of other utterances and / or speaker turns elapse between the

utterance which manifests the problem and the correction of it.
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Varonis & Gass (1985) analyse an "extended misunderstanding" between

a native and a non-native speaker in a telephone service encounter, Their
analysis considers the participants' beliefs about the convers_ation, the
differences between their goals and the correlation between the confidence

of each participant in his/ her interpretation and the correctness/ incorrectness
of that interpretation. Although a "heuristic" for explaining participants’
confidence in thelr interpretations is offered, there is no explicit account

of how the analyst assesses participants' beliefs and goals, nor of how
confidence in interpretation is actually determined and corroborated.

Not all the utterances in the datum are given accuracy/ confidence coding ;

two are given the code "NC" ("Not coded" ), perhaps because they are deemed
incidental to the miscommunication, The datum is very complex, with one
participant changing goals five times and the other misunderstanding

eleven times., Varonis & Gass make a number of important points as a

result of their analysis : (i) native speakers and non-native speakers

have particular problems in communicating, (ii) conversing ;n accordance

with the Co-Operative Principle and turn-taking conventions does not
necessarily result in understanding, (iii) participants use "négotiation
routines in which one interlocutor indicates difficulty with the interpretation
of another's utterance" (1985:341) and (iv) when meaning is not negotiated
between native and non-native speakers their conversation is prone to

PrOblems o

Zaefferer (1977), from a theoretical pragmatic viewpoinf, focusses on
the cause of misunderstanding. He offers a formal definition which

incorporates context, the environment in which the utterance is situated :

" A person I has misunderstood or has an incorrect
understanding (with respect to language L) of some sound

event SE in context C if and only if there are states
of affairs SAl ’ ¢l such that

1 SE has occurred
2) C holds

3) SA holds because SE counts in C as
bringing about SA (according to L),
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(4) I believes (i) that (l)’
(11) that C:2;holds,
(ii1) that SA™ holds because SE

counts in Cl as bringing about

SA+ (according to L), and
(5) SA is not the same as SA+ * .

(Zaefferer. 197?:331-2).
According to this definition a misunderstanding occurs when a hearer, ('I‘),

has an incorrect belief about the context in which an utterance is expressed,

A particular state of affairs automatically holds if it is brought about

by a sound event in a particular context. A hearer could not therefore

misunderstand a sound event if he believed the context to be the context

which actually obtained at the time of the sound event. ‘'Context®' is not
explained, although the burden of the definition rests on it. One has

to assume that it refers to constraints which restrict an utterance to a

particular meaning in a particular spatio-temporal location. It seems

possible that a hearer can correctly believe what context holds but

nevertheless misunderstand an utterance.

~ In the one other work relating to misunderstanding which is cited in
the Introduction to this thesis, (Burton, 1981), an example of misunderstanding
is subjected to discourse analysis but there is no discussion of the datum

as a misunderstanding. The analysis is discussed below in Chapter III

in which methods of discourse analysis are considered.-

A number of points emerge from the studies of misunderstandings
discussed above : (i) misunderstandings tend to display a particular
sequence, viz. the misunderstood utterance is followed by an utterance
based on the misunderstanding which is followed by a correction of the
misunderstanding (Jefferson, 1972; Schwartz, 1977), (ii) misunderstandings

tend to be resolved immediately and if they are not then they tend not to

be resolved at all (Jefferson, 1972; Schwartz, 19?7), (iii) if

misunderstandings are not resolved then the consequences may be hostility or

confusion (Gumperz & Tannen, 1979; Milroy, 1984; Varonis & Gass, 1985),
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(iv) misunderstandings may not be noticed by participants at the time of
the conversation in which they occur (Grimshaw, 1982; Varonis & Gass, 1985)
and (v) the detecting and resolving of misunderstandings are communicative

skills (Jefferson, 1972; Schwartz, 1977; Grimshaw, 1982; Varonis & Gass,
1985).

These points support the contention that misunderstandings warrant
detailed study. A systematic corpus-based approach is adopted in this
thesis in order to detail the structure and to determine the types of
misunderstandings. The typology presented in Chapter IX . of this thesis
is not the first typology of misunderstandings., Zaefferer’'s (1977) typology
is determined by cause while Grimshaw (1980; 1982) gives a typology of the
outcomes of communicative nonsuccesses, of which one type is misunderstanding

in the sense used in this thesis, that is, failure to understand correctly.' .

The main problem in using cause as a typological criterion (Zaefferer,
1977) is that isolation of the cause of a misunderstanding may be dependent
on the analyst's intuition. Participants may discuss their misunderstandings
and may explain why they believe they occurred but they do not always do so.
Zaefferer discusses the levels of interpretation at which misunderstandings
occur (phonological, syntactical, semantical and situational) ; in effect,
these levels are linked to the causes of each misunderstanding. Zaefferer
stresses that the typology is idealized and theoretical and he comments
of his potential types V Whether all of them may actually occur depends
paftly on the way the used notions are made precise" (1977 :335). A
typology which is empirical and data-based ought to be able to specify
which types occur. The "notions" should necessarily be precise because
they emanate from analysis of actual data. Rather than developing Zaefferer's

work by empirically examining the causes of misunderstandings, this thesis

addresses itself to the structure of misunderstandings.
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The startiné point for a corpus-based study of misunderstandings is
the determination of what constitutes a misunderstanding and what criteria
will be applied in respect of the inclusion of data in a corpus. The
following section outlines such criteria and provides a definition of

misunderstanding which is adopted hereafter.

3. A DEFINITION OF MISUNDERSTANDING

A first distinction is made between linguistic and non-linguistic
misunderstandings. This thesis requires language to be involved, as
opposed to a misunderstanding in which language is not involved. 3
Distinction can then be made between misunderstandings involving spoken
and written language. The misunderstandings with which this thesis is

concerned are specifically those which involve spoken language.

‘The corpus is limited to conversation between native speakers of
English who have little or no dialectal variation. 4. This is in contrast
with the work of, for example, Milroy (1984) or Varonis & Gass (1985),
which focusses on cross-dialectal and inter-ethnic misunderstandings, that
is, those between speaker-hearers whose "internal érammars are different

in some specifisble way" (Milroy, 1984:7). Interaction between such

participants, as between native and foreign participants, is usually marked.
Misunderstandings between such participants could be due to syntactic,
semantic and cultural errors as a result of incomplete knowledge of each
other's language or dialect and environment, Misunderstandings also occur
between participants who share languages and dialects and whose "internal

grammars"” may be presumed to be very similar; it is to these misunderstandings
that this thesis is addressed.

A requirement of the corpus is that at least two participants must

be involved, a speaker and a hearer, Zaefferer (1977) does not impose such:
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a restriction, arguing that a person can misunderstand his own utterance :

" it is quite possible for a person to misunderstand his
own utterance. This may be due either to wrong beliefs
about the language he is using (if he knows only a little
Italian, he may think, having just uttered ‘'Fa caldo.’
that he has stated that it is cold, whereas he has stated

that it is hot), or to his not noticing a misperformance
on his side "

(Zaefferer, 1977:332).

This argument is of dubious validity. The speaker understands his utterance
but fails to appreciate that he has not expressed it correctly. An incorrect

assumption by a speaker about his utterance is not a misunderstanding of 1it.

In this thesis a misunderstanding occurs when a hearer, H, incorrectly
understands a proposition expressed by a speaker, S, in an utterance in
interactive conversation where S and H are native speakers (the term
'proposition’ is discussed below in Chapter III). It is further required
that the hearer manifests his incorrect understanding in an utterance in
the conversation subsequent to the misunderstood utterance of the speaker,
This requirement is essential because without such an utterance by the
hearer, there is no evidence that a misunderstanding has occurred, although
subsequent utterances might suggest its occurreﬁce. The requirement also
rules out data in which the hearer thinks he might have misunderstood or
is aware of a possible problem in the understanding of &he utterance ;
rather than believing his understanding is correct, the hearer queries the
utterance or his understanding of it and thus avoids a potential

misunderstanding.

Intentional misunderstandings by the hearer, for joke purposes,

exploit the phenome_non of misunderstandings and exhibit the same structure.

Intentional misunderstandings are not, therefore, excluded from the corpus.

Misunderstandings of arguments and concepts are not included in the



29

corpus., Negotigiion of the understanding of ideas differs from negotiation
of the understanding of the propositions expressed in utterances ; one can
correctly understand the proposition expressed in an utterance without
understanding the idea which that proposition is intended to communicate.

If this were not so, education, for example, would be a more straightforward
process., Away from the classroom environment, however, it is not always
easy to detect conceptual misunderstandings. The following tape-recorded
dialogue was rejected from the corpus after much consideration., After the

death of a great scholar, A and B are talking about the number of clever,

worthy people who die :

(1) A: The wrong ones survive I sometimes think
(2) B: Well there must be a fair number of wrong ones yes
(3.1) A: No I mean I sometimes think it's worse than that
.2) : That it's in the nature of things that the wrong ones ‘
survive
(4.13 B: Mmm
2 : I'm not that superstitious
(5.1) A: Ohno I it's not superstition
.2) : It's Jjust something I'm attributing to the nature
of wrong of wrongness as it were
/ pause /
\ .3) : That the ones who have the spere capacity to invest

too much effort in self-preservation are the ones who
may not be the highest creators

Initially it appears that B misunderstands what A means by "wrong ones"

in (1). A then tries to explain what he means, B interprets this explanation
as "superstitious” but A denies that superstition is what he means. In

fact, the participants are working towards understanding one another's

views on an idea and each also appears to be working out his own view on

the matter as the interaction proceeds. The interaction exemplifies a

particularly esoteric problem of understanding and is not a straightforward

misunderstanding of a proposition.

The following chapter discusses the problems of data collection and

details the composition of the corpus on which the remainder of the thesis
1s based.

L
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1. JINTRODUCTION

The previous chapter established what constitutes a misunderstanding
for the purposes of this thesis. The next stage of this study of
misunderstandings is the assembling of a corpus but this is by no means
a straightforward process. The collection of data drawn from
conversation is notoriously difficult (Labov, 1972 ; Stubbs, 1983).

In the following section the problems of collecting data of conversation

in general and of misunderstandings in particular are discussed.

Having succeeded in collecting sufficient data, one has to decide
how to handle it since methods invariably influence findings.
Transcription procedures influence data (Ochs, 1979 ; Stubbs, 1983 )
and the analytic method which one adopts or devises moulds one's
conclusions (cf, the different approaches to and results of discoufse
analysis). Section 3 of this chapter details the composition of the

corpus and indicates the ways in which the dataare subseqﬁently handled,

2. PROBLEMS OF DATA COLLECTION

The adoption of a data-based approach to the investigation of a
linguistic phenomenon confronts one with the problems of how best to
collect data and from what source, Labov's 'Observer's Paradox’

clearly depicts the dilemma facing linguists :

" the aim of linguistic research in the community must
be to find out how people talk when they are not
being systematically observed ; yet we can only
obtain these data by systematic observation "

(Labov, 1972:209).

Labov finds acceptable solutions to this paradox by recording peer-

group interaction and by recording interviews with diversions to make
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the participants forget that the interview is taking place. These
solutions are probably sufficient for Labov since his interest is in
forms of vernacular speech rather than the ways in which the participants
interact., The problem of systematic observation is less easily
bypassed when the focus of study is the nature of interaction because

the behaviour of participants is as crucial as the composition of

their utterances,

The recording of participants' speech and behaviour during
conversation necessitates optimally receptive microphones and video
cameras but these devices can constrain participants and restrict
movement, Crystal & Davy (1969:96) point out that people behave
differently when being recorded, having a cyclic pattern of forgetting
and remembering about the microphone, which consequently affects ‘
tﬁeir speech, Thelr data is therefore obtained by surreptitious
recording but they admit that this method requires complex technical
preparation and thus cannot be used frequently. The use of surreptitious
recording equipment poses problems not only in terms of technical
preparation but also on moral grounds. Fear of contrived overhearing
is not 1imited ¥ participants with confidential secrets. Many
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