







































































Failed Communication: Misunderstanding in Intercultural Encounters 61

IV. Misunderstandings in Interactions in English as a Lingua Franca

Nearly seventy years ago, the American anthropologist Edward Sapir
wrote that “the future alone will tell whether the logical advantages and
theoretical necessity of an international language can overcome the largely
symbolic opposition which it has to meet. In any event it is at least
conceivable that one of the great national languages of modern times, such
as English or Spanish or Russian, may in due course find itself in the
position of a de facto international language, without any conscious attempt
having been made to put it there"(1933: 169). At the beginning of a new
millennium it is clear that the ‘great national language’, which is de facto a
global language, is English. A very large part of intemational communication
today is already conducted in English. One may safely say that the number
of communications in the medium of the English language will increase in
the future, because, over the past decades, English has consistently grown in
international importance, and the trend seems to be unstoppable. English is
now established in internationally important areas such as politics, business
negotiations, cultural and scientific events. In order to find out what types of
misunderstandings occur in this important area of English as a lingua franca
(ELF) interactions, I have gathered a small corpus of data in which groups
of students interact in ELF. The data is quasi-authentic in that small groups
of students(3-4 interlocutors), for all of whom English is not their native
language, were given a textual stimulus and asked to conduct a discussion
in English about questions raised in that text. The analysis with respect to
the occurrence of misunderstandings has so far yielded the following result
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(for details see House, 1999; 2002, 2003a,b; 2008, 2009a,b).

Interactants in ELF talk seem to look upon the English language as a
means of communication which they use instrumentally such that the
importance of the topic - not the language - gains primary importance,
with ‘deeper’ identificatory understanding of the personal and cultural
backgrounds of interactants receding into the background. Interactants thus
adopt a ‘Let-it-Pass-principle resulting in an overtly consensual behavior
and a ‘robust’ interactional style. (cf. Firth, 2009). The result is a total lack
of revealed, negotiated misunderstandings. In this multiply intercultural
communication situation, interactants go out of their ways to attempt to not
let misunderstandings happen. They engage in often strained attempts at
conversational attuning, at ‘normalizing’ potential trouble sources, rather than
attempting to attend to nascent problems explicitly via eg. repair initiation,
reformulation and other negotiation behaviors. In order to prevent
misunderstandings interactants make use of the following strategies:-
Represents, ie. repetiions of parts of the previous speakers move;
-re-interpretations of discourse markers to support their own talki- topic
changes.

In ELF talk, interactants seem to merge into something as vague and
fleeting as the ‘community of ELF speakers’, a kind of intersociety which is
constantly in flux and always constituted anew in anew ongoing talk. Given
the challenge of teaching an ever increasing number of English language
learners worldwide interactional skills in English as a lingua franca to
enable them to ‘survive’ and to minimize misunderstanding and conflict in
their multicultural interactions, I will in the final section of this paper make
a few suggestions about how best to develop intercultural competence in the
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foreign language classroom on the basis of the research presented above.

V. Developing Intercultural Competence
in Foreign Language Teaching

Three points seem to me to be important when it comes to developing
intercultural competence in the language classroom:

(1) Learners of a foreign language and in particular of English as a lingua
franca, who are interested in using a foreign language for communication
purposes should be enabled to keep their individual discourse styles, their
individual capacity for wit, humour, social charm or repartee, in other words
their very own social persona in the medium of the English language. This
can be achieved not through proclaiming lofty and vague intercultural
objectives of tolerance, empathy and mutual understanding, but rather through
the acquisition of rather more mundane, practical communicative-linguistic
skills such as, for instance, ‘pragmatic fluency’ (cf. House, 1996b) with
which misunderstandings can be minimized and/or successfully negotiated.

(2) For developing intercultural competence in a foreign language ELF it
is essential to intensify and make more effective the teaching of interactional
phenomena such as enabling leamers to manage tum taking smoothly
through sensitizing them to points of transitional relevance, to the
lubricating and modifying function of gambits and discourse strategies, and
to the means of being interpersonally competent and achieving one’s own
goals through being polite. These goals can best be reached by increased
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metapragmatic knowledge and awareness, ie. by developing leamers
insights into their own communicative potential - their communicative
strengths and deficiencies - in realizing their communicative intentions. It
is important to both heighten students sensitivity to others’ commmumnicative
needs and to enable them to formulate their own questions appropriately and
to be able to reply to questions posed by others, to realize their own
communicative intentions , and to reach a deeper understanding of others’
intentions. For developing intercultural competence in an L2, I suggest a
language- and linguistics-oriented approach be given preference, and in
promoting consciousness of the functions and uses of language in situated
discourse one will at the same time foster a heightened cultural awareness.

(3) In dealing with misunderstanding , we must not forget to highlight the
moral implications of those ‘strategic misunderstandings’, those manipulative
practices found in deliberately deceitful talk, propaganda and demagogy as
well as in some types of advertising. Further, one should be wary of the
possibility of intentionally conflictive confrontational discourse, where
misunderstanding seems to be built into participants communicative
practices. And it is only these ‘strategic misunderstandings' which can be
avoided. All other types of misunderstandings can only be attenuated in their
consequences if one simply acquires more knowledge about one’s interactants
thus increasing one’s awareness of the consequences of acting out one's own
discourse style in ways that might give offence to one's hearer. For the
extension of knowledge we need transdisciplinary work informing in-depth
analyses of intercultural interactions in a varlety of different contexts as
well as introspections, where interactants’ own voices are heard.

Since meaning is never laid out clean and neat but must nearly always be
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inferred, and since inferences in the fast give and take of spoken discourse
tend to be quick, automatic and fixed, when they should really be slow,
flexible and readily revisable, we also need a kind of attitude that one might
call ‘an openness of mind. To counteract the damaging personal recriminations
and emotional upsets in many intercultural misunderstanding events, such an
openness would imply taking things more slowly, keeping them in abeyance
to avoid pre-mature judging or prejudice. Handling misunderstanding in the
classroom is of prime importance as we are here focussing on using
language in a sensitive, informed, and reflexive way. This is the best way
to avoid other means of communication such as prejudice and violence.*
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m Abstract

Failed Communication:

Misunderstanding in Intercultural Encounters

Juliane House

In this paper I will first delineate the complexity of the phenomenon of
misunderstanding; secondly I will give an overview of various ways of looking into
the phenomenon of misunderstanding; thirdly, by way of illustrating research
procedures in the field, I want to describe a relevant research project; fourthly I
will briefly touch upon the issuc of English as a lingua franca which, apart from
being potentially rich in misunderstanding events, is also of particular socio-political
interest today; finally, I will indicate some ways of making pedagogic use of the
ideas presented in the body of the paper.

[Key words] failed communication, miscommunication, intercultural communication,
misunderstanding, discourse processing, lingua franca, foreign language
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