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Non-understanding as a heuristic
to hypothesizing cultural models:

A meta-oriented sociolinguistic strategy1
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This article is concerned with the development of an analytic strategy to
construct U.S. cultural models of war and terrorism, which are ‘mediatized’
or significantly shaped by the media. Central to that strategy are repair cues
to non-understanding as heuristics in intercultural encounters. These are
applied to an inherently mediatized discursive ‘reality’ of war and terrorism.
Theoretically, I synthesize sociolinguistic and anthropological perspectives
into a ‘meta-oriented sociolinguistics’, which analytically focuses on the
meta-dimension of discourse. The strategy is applied to a text on war and
terrorism from the New York Times, to demonstrate its utility. Furthermore, I
provide implications for enhancing validity in the ethnography of mediatized
discourse. Specific to the findings of this article, I suggest that corpus studies
of media discourse should be conducted on the metadiscursive keywords
kamikaze, surprise attacks, Pearl Harbor, and 9/11 in particular temporal
frames.
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1. INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW

This article is concerned with the discourse of war and terrorism, which is
inherently ‘mediatized’, or organized, oriented, and disseminated by forms of
mass communication (Johnson and Ensslin 2007a: 12–13). In the densely
mediatized contemporary world, we need to take into account the complexity
of the semiotically constructed meaning even in ‘mundane’ conversations.
Furthermore, a focus on war-related issues requires us to engage with the
notion of ‘historicity’. In talking about war and terrorism, people explicitly or
implicitly speak on history, not just in history (Blommaert 2005: 125–136). In
doing so, they ‘synchronize’ multiple temporal frames into one: ‘Synchronicity
. . . combines elements that are of a different order, but tends to obscure these
fundamental differences’ (2005: 129; emphasis in the original). In what follows,
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we will see how Pearl Harbor in 1941, 9/11 in 2001, and the War in Iraq in
2003 are synchronized in an interaction.

Taking the mediatization and historicity of discourse seriously, I address
an analytic problem posed to ‘micro’ or situated approaches to discourse.
As Susan Gal pointed out, one of the fundamental challenges is how ‘to
mediate between . . . the (micro) study of face-to-face discourse strategies
. . . and studies of macrohistorical processes’ (Gal 1989: 349). The recent
emergence of the field of ‘language ideology’ (Schieffelin, Woolard and Kroskrity
1998) can be seen as a recognition that ‘ideology’, as cultural beliefs and
values, functions as ‘a mediating link between social forms and forms of talk’
(Woolard 1998: 3). In order to connect micro-analyses and macro-processes,
an analytic focus has been shifted to the meta-dimension of language use,
and particularly to the crucial role played by ‘language ideologies’, defined
as ‘cultural conceptions of the nature, form, and purpose of language, and of
communicative behavior as an enactment of a collective order’ (Gal and Woolard
2001: 1).

Inspired by language ideological studies, I synthesize several strands of
perspectives into a ‘meta-oriented sociolinguistics’ (Jaworski, Coupland and
Galasiński 2004). In doing so, I attempt to achieve two goals: (1) to propose an
analytic strategy that can partly overcome the recognized limitations on micro-
analyses, and specifically the difficulty in ‘analyz[ing] adequately the forms of
mass-mediated communication’ (Gal and Woolard 2001: 7); and (2) to offer
implications for enhancing validity in the construction of mediatized cultural
models.

In what follows, I start with the ethnographic background. Then I present
three sets of data, focusing on cues for conversational ‘repair’, which indicate
the need for a much broader framework beyond the sequential organization. For
the purpose of an ‘unpacking’, I develop a conceptual framework that synthesizes
sociolinguistic, cognitive, and semiotic anthropological perspectives. In extended
analyses of the situated interactions, my analytic focus is on meta-level patterns.
Building on the findings, I analyze a comparable media text toward constructing
cultural models. In the end, I summarize my proposal as a ‘five-step procedure’,
and discuss implications for the concept of ‘interculturality’ and multiple roles of
the researcher in ethnographic research, with particular reference to the notion
of ‘validity’. I conclude with suggesting further data sources: media discourse
produced right after 9/11 in 2001 and just before the U.S. invasion of Iraq in
2003.

At this point, I qualify the scope of this article: my strategy for constructing
hypothetical cultural models is limited to the mediatized discourse of war and
terrorism, as I only examine those data. In the contemporary First World,
however, mediatized discourse has been increasingly common, and my proposed
strategy will be applicable to other domains (e.g. discourse of Muslims or
‘whaling’ discourse). I hope that this article will stimulate further ethnographic
studies of mediatized discourse.
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2. ETHNOGRAPHIC BACKGROUND AND NOTES ON
ETHNO-NATIONAL CATEGORIES

The data to be examined below were collected in a larger project conducted in
and around a Japanese language program at a higher institution of learning in
the Southeast of the United States between 2002 and 2004. In the project, I
recruited four Anglo-American participants (Ace, Dan, Jane and Harry) since I
observed that they were in the computer lab of the program to study Japanese
on a regular basis in 2002. One day, I went to the lab and asked them to ‘hang
around’ with me while offering ‘free Japanese’ in return. In this article, only Ace,
Dan and Jane are relevant, and their profiles are given at the time of 2003.

Majoring in Japanese, Ace, 21, who was artistic and non-religiously oriented,
struck me as a sharp and cheeky person, as well as media savvy. Dan, 19, had
both stereotypically and not-so-stereotypically ‘Southerner’ characteristics. On
the one hand, he went to church regularly and worked as a volunteer for his
church. His political affiliation was Republican. On the other hand, majoring
in both Japanese and computer science, he was academically strong, as well
as interested in international issues, though I always felt that his view was
tainted by deeply nationalistic sentiments. Finally, Jane, 22, majored in geology
and minored in Japanese. She became friends with Ace and Dan since all of
them participated in an intensive Japanese course in Japan in the summer of
2002.

Throughout the year of 2003, I observed their Japanese classes while taking
notes, and also made participant observation of non-instructional literacy
events (c.a. 40 sessions) about three times a week, and speech events at lunch
(10 sessions) in a local Japanese restaurant on every Friday, which was their
routine after class. I successfully built up amicable relations with the participants,
and they allowed me to audio-record my interactions with them in the literacy
events and at lunch.

Two situated interactions are from a speech event at lunch on March 28 in
2003 and a literacy event on April 7 in 2003. In the spring of 2003, the issue of
the War in Iraq became a major concern among the participants and this author.
We often debated the legitimacy of the war: I was extremely critical of George W.
Bush’s Iraq policies, while the participants were supportive of his campaign for
the war. My argument was that the unilateral initiation of a war constitutes
a violation of international laws, to which Ace seems to be responding in
Extracts 1 and 4 below. Against my view, the participants, and Ace in particular,
often referred to the brutality of Saddam Hussein and ‘Chemical Ali’s’ genocide
of the Kurds. The situation, they claimed, required intervention by the U.S.
military forces. In an antagonistic debate, Ace accurately recontextualized media
discourse by providing detailed information about Chemical Ali (Yamaguchi
2004).

Finally, my biography until 2003 is in order: I was born in Japan and lived
there until the age of 29 when I went to the United States in August 1997
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as an international student. I started to live in Athens, Georgia in August
1999. In my mid-30’s I had been living in the United States (with the status
of international/Japanese student) for about six years. Though I had worked
for a Japanese program before this study, I never had any institutional relation
(teacher-student) with the four participants. Thus our relationship was quite
informal and generally friendly. Politically ‘left leaning’, I held a strongly
pacifistic view that opposed any war. As a nationalized subject, I was shocked to
hear on the radio that 9/11 was represented as ‘kamikaze attacks’ on September
11 in 2001. In this respect, the lunch conversation on March 20 in 2003 below
was highly memorable and disturbing.

Before proceeding, notes on my use of ethno-national categories (e.g. ‘Anglo-
American’) should be made, with reference to the notion of ‘intercultural(ity)’. By
the adjectival modifier ‘intercultural’, I refer to nationalities such as ‘American’
and ‘Japanese’. By these terms, however, I do not assume any essentialized
‘national culture’ that is totally homogeneous within the boundaries of
nation-states. What I mean by the categories is ‘identity types’ (Berger and
Luckmann 1966), which are ‘typifications’ of social categories (e.g. ‘American’,
‘Southerner’, or ‘Japanese’, etc.) observable in daily life. Assertion of these
categories can be easily verified or refuted by ‘ordinary [people] endowed
with commonsense’ (1966: 174). For the participants, typifications of national
identity are also ‘experience-near’ or ‘emic’ concepts (Geertz 1984), which they
used and understood ‘naturally and effortlessly . . . to define what [they] see, feel,
think, imagine, and so on’ (1984: 124).

The above point is applicable to the ‘racial’/ethnic label (‘Anglo’) that I employ
to refer to my participants because it also represents the ‘emic’ view well. For the
participants ‘White’ and ‘Caucasian’ were the words that they actually wrote
in the demographic survey in which I asked them to fill in the categories of
‘ethnicity’, ‘gender’ and ‘citizenship’ (e.g. Dan’s answers were: ‘White as snow’,
‘male’, ‘America’). I will further discuss the notion of ‘interculturality’ in the
concluding section.

3. ‘PROBLEMATIC’ DATA: ETHNOGRAPHIC EMERGENCE

In this section, I demonstrate the heuristic value of ‘miscommunication’
(Coupland, Wiemann and Giles 1991) in intercultural encounters. By
‘miscommunication’, I mean ‘a particular kind of misunderstanding, one that is
unintended yet is recognized as a problem’ in retrospect by the participants
(Banks, Ge and Baker 1991: 106). The kind of ‘misunderstanding’ under
consideration is ‘non-understanding’ or ‘partial understanding’ (House, Kasper
and Ross 2003: 3), which is cued by signs of request for ‘repair’ or ‘next turn
repair initiators’ (Schegloff 1992).

As a point of departure, I present three sets of situated interactions (Extracts 1–
3; see Appendix 1 for transcription conventions) in which this author (Masa)
has interactional ‘problems’, and displays his non-understandings by huh?:

C© Blackwell Publishing Ltd. 2009



NON-UNDERSTANDING AS A HEURISTIC 391

Extract 1: Lunch conversation on March 28, 2003

1. Ace: (1.0) My host family asked me what I thought about it (2.0)
2. I told them Americans do not like surprise attacks.=
3. Jane: =ha ha [ha

⇒ 4. Masa: [Huh?
5. Ace: (1.0) M:y host family when I was in Japan, they go, what do
6. you like-, what do you- what do you think of September 11th?
7. I told them-, I said Americans do not like surprise attacks.

It should be noted that at line 1 ‘my host family’ refers to Ace’s Japanese
host family in 2002. At line 4 Masa cannot follow Ace, while at line 3 Jane
presumably follows him as indicated by the sign of laughing. At Masa’s request for
a repair, Ace expands on his previous utterance at line 1 by partially repeating it
(lines 5–7).

Extract 2: Lunch conversation on March 28, 2003

1. Dan: I don’t know, it’s like- kamikaze means like you’re, suicidal.=
2. Masa: =Right. (2.0) So do you think that, like- it’s cool to, use=
3. Dan: =That’s like what Arabic people [do. we don’t do that.

⇒ 4. Masa: =[use. Use. Huh?

Extract 2 immediately follows Extract 1. At this point, the participants discuss
the term kamikaze metalinguistically. Masa attempts to ask a question about their
attitudes toward using the word at line 2. However, his question is interrupted
by Dan at line 3, and Masa simultaneously indicates his non-understanding by
initiating a repair cue (‘Huh?’) at line 4.

Extract 3: A literacy event in the computer lab on April 7, 2003

1. Masa: Things changed drastically=
2. Dan: =Drastically. (2.0) Man, that’s crazy
3. Ace: All of us are that way with something right?=
4. Dan: =Yeah, in a hundred and fifty years Iraq will be like

everybody=
5. Ace: =This weekend, they captured one of the palaces=

⇒ 6. Masa: =[Huh?
7. Dan: =[Oh really.=
8. Ace: =They captured one of Saddam Hussein’s palaces

Before line 1, Dan, Ace, and Masa were talking about World War II
(Appendix 2). Then, Masa says, ‘things changed drastically’ since the war
(line 1). At line 4, however, Dan refers to ‘Iraq’, which is followed by Ace
(line 5). At this point, Masa indicates ‘trouble’ at line 6 while Dan simultaneously
responds with a comprehending sign at line 7 (‘Oh really’). At line 8, Ace
reformulates his previous utterance by substituting ‘one of Saddam Hussein’s
palaces’ for ‘one of the palaces’.
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In sum, the preliminary analysis, focusing on the signs for repair, indicates
that the interactions unfold smoothly among the American participants (Ace,
Dan, and Jane), while Masa does not follow them at crucial points. In
order to explain his non-understandings, as well as the understanding cues
of the rest of the participants, at the reception level, we need to ‘unpack’
the interactions extraordinarily, from sociolinguistic, historical, cognitive, and
semiotic perspectives.

4. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK: A META-ORIENTED SOCIOLINGUISTICS

In this section, I develop a conceptual framework, which is informed by linguistic
anthropological perspectives (e.g. Blommaert 2005; Gumperz 1996; Silverstein
1993) and broadly sociolinguistic approaches (e.g. Coupland, Wieman and
Giles 1991; Jaworski, Coupland and Galasiński 2004; Johnson and Ensslin
2007b). Furthermore, I integrate them with cultural models theory (Strauss
and Quinn 1997) in order to conceptualize cognitive aspects of interaction from
an anthropological perspective.

4.1 Meta-dimension of discourse

In making the preliminary analysis, I drew on ‘miscommunication approaches’
(Bailey 2004; Banks, Ge and Baker 1991; House, Kasper and Ross 2003)
from a conversation analytic perspective (Schegloff 1992). However, a major
source of theoretical inspiration for taking a broader perspective comes from
an ‘integrative model’ for miscommunication, which is proposed as a heuristic
by Coupland, Wieman and Giles (1991). They argue that at the ‘deepest’ level,
‘miscommunication’ can reveal ‘a societal value system’ and ‘its associated social
identities’, which are invisible to the participants (1991: 15). Furthermore, they
suggest that we should extend the notion of ‘repair’ beyond the sequential context
and go into wider societal contexts.

In order to further develop the insights by Coupland, Wieman and Giles,
I conceptualize the meta-dimension of discourse in a systematic way. The
main points that follow are: semiotic signs become coherent and meaningful in
situationally contingent contexts only if a higher-order, meta-plane ‘exists’ and
at the same time, the meta-plane constrains situated language use (Silverstein
1993). In addition, media discourse plays a significant role in framing situated
interaction at a meta-level in an inherently ‘mediatized reality’ (Johnson and
Ensslin 2007a) such as war and terrorism. To clarify these points, those terms
with the prefix meta- are defined and explained with reference to related notions.

Most generally, metalanguage is understood as ‘language to talk about
language’, which, however, is too encompassing to be analytically useful. Thus,
I emphasize some aspects of ‘metalanguage’, and reformulate it as ‘language in
the context of linguistic representations and evaluations’ (Jaworski, Coupland
and Galasiński 2004: 4). By the revised definition, we are brought into the field
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of ‘metapragmatics’ (Silverstein 1993), as well as the aforementioned field of
‘language ideology’.

To define metapragmatics vis-à-vis related notions: if ‘pragmatics’ is defined as
‘the totality of indexical [i.e. ‘contextually contingent’] relationships between
occurrent signal forms and their contexts of occurrence’ (Silverstein 1993: 36),
pragmatic phenomena are those in which linguistic and other semiotic signs are
used for situated communicative practices. From this perspective, metapragmatics
is ‘an evaluative realm of discourse’ in which signs function reflexively at a higher
level in ‘regimenting’ or ‘stipulating’ pragmatic phenomena in situated contexts
(Silverstein 1993: 33–36). It is important to note that metapragmatic function
is not an epiphenomenon but a sine qua non. As Silverstein succinctly states,
‘[w]ithout a metapragmatic function simultaneously in play with whatever
pragmatic function(s) there may be . . . , there is no possibility of interactional
coherence’ (1993: 36–37; emphasis mine).

If a given text represents events of language use, it is an explicitly metapragmatic
discourse about such events (Silverstein 1993: 35). For example, as Extract 1
shows, Ace uses an explicitly metapragmatic discourse, which is often referred
to as ‘reported speech’, to represent a discursive event in which he interacted
with his Japanese host family. In the discourse, his host family’s utterance
is represented as ‘What do you think of September 11th?’ and his own as
‘Americans do not like surprise attacks’ with verbs of saying: say, tell, and
go. Here, it should be noted that ‘metapragmatic discourse’ is closely related
to the notion of ‘contextualization cue’, which is a ‘verbal and nonverbal
metalinguistic [sign] that serve[s] to retrieve the context-bound presuppositions’,
while ‘invok[ing] a frame of interpretation for the rest of the linguistic content of
the utterance’ (Gumperz 1996: 379). In this connection, it needs to be recognized
that there are degrees of ‘denotional explicitness’ among contextualization cues
(Silverstein 1993: 45–48). One of the most explicit cues is reported speech, while
less explicit cues are back-channeling cues (e.g. uh-huh) and cues for repair (e.g.
huh?).

Analytically, it is useful to reveal those implicit cues. However, implicit
metapragmatics poses challenges for empirical investigations because of its
‘invisible’ nature. One of the contributions of this article is that implicit, taken-
for-granted assumptions become less so in the contingencies of interactional
negotiation and coordination with a cultural ‘Other’. As I showed above, the
initial focus is on huh?, which indicates that the hearer does not understand the
speaker’s previous utterance or has some sort of problem in hearing. Thus it is
normally interpreted as a request for a reformulation/repetition (Levinson 2007:
35), and the reformulation may make explicit the implicit assumptions of the
speaker in the previous utterance.

Finally, I define the notion of metamediality (Johnson and Ensslin 2007a: 9)
since my concern is with the inherently mediatized ‘reality’ of war and terrorism.
Generally, mass-mediated discourse has a strongly ‘contextualizing’ function
(Coupland and Jaworski 2004). To put it differently, what is represented in the
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media ‘regulates’ or ‘frames’ situated discourse at a meta-level. Thus, what
we know about a medially constructed ‘reality’ is regimented or stipulated
metamedially. I use a form of media text taken from the New York Times in order
to reveal the implicit, metamedial assumptions, which are compared with those
found in the situated interactions. Additional theoretical discussion, however, is
first necessary.

4.2 From ‘metapragmatics’ to ‘cultural models’

Having conceptualized the contextualizing meta-zone, we also need to theorize
contextualized or presupposed aspects of discursive interaction. In any
interaction, we necessarily draw ‘conversational inferences’, which are ‘the
situated and presupposition-bound interpretive processes’ (Gumperz 1996: 375).
These inferential processes require ‘invisible’ cultural background knowledge,
as well as immediate contextual presuppositions. In cognitive terms, our
interpretation in interaction is mediated by our cognitive structures, some of
which are culturally acquired. Those culturally acquired mental structures are
called ‘schemas’ or ‘cultural models’ (Strauss and Quinn 1997).

Cultural models are constructed from discourse in situated communicative
practices. However, unlike processual conversational inferencing, they are
‘intersubjectively shared’ cognitive structures (D’Andrade 1987: 113), which
can be seen as cultural products in a society. To quote the founding definition,
cultural models are:

presupposed, taken-for-granted [cognitive] models of the world that are widely shared
(although not necessarily to the exclusion of other, alternative models) by the members
of a society and play an enormous role in their understanding of that world and their
behavior in it. (Quinn and Holland 1987: 4; italics mine)

In sum, cultural models theory is inherently meta-oriented, which aims to
construct ‘folk beliefs’ accurately by analytically attending to an implicit shared
frame of reference. My focus on ‘cognitive’ and ‘shared’ aspects of interaction
goes against anti-cognitivist and anti-essentialist trends in discourse analysis (cf.
Scollon and Scollon 2001). In this respect, I subscribe to the view that ‘social
interaction is, as well as contextualizing, contextualized by prior expectations and
assumptions, which must be carried cognitively’ (Coupland and Jaworski 2004:
26; italics in the original).2 In short, I recognize the ‘cognitive’ and ‘shared’
aspects of interaction, and cultural models theory provides an analytic lens to
see those aspects.

5. EXTENDED DATA ANALYSIS

Using the meta-oriented sociolinguistic framework I just developed, I analyze
the interactions below (Extracts 4–6), which are extended from Extracts 1–
3. As we saw in the preliminary analysis, the overarching issue is how
to adequately understand the cues for repair as a locally-situated and
sociohistorically-constrained phenomenon. For the purpose, I formulate three

C© Blackwell Publishing Ltd. 2009



NON-UNDERSTANDING AS A HEURISTIC 395

specific questions, which are answered in the detailed analyses of Extracts 4–6
below:

1. What are the major causes of the occurrences of the ‘non-understanding
sign’ (huh?) at a referential level?

2. How is the problem of ‘non-understanding’ mutually coordinated (or not) in
the situated interactions? If coordinated, what kinds of discursive resources
are used as a ‘third position repair’ at the turn immediately after the
initiation of a request for repair?

3. Are there any patternings at an ‘ideological’ or meta-level that apply to
all the data? If so, can we also find the patterns in widely circulating texts
produced by the mass media?

In answering these questions, I simultaneously attend to:

1. semiotic signs per se;
2. prior and subsequent utterances or the sequential context; and
3. the situated activities enacted at the moment and the social identities of the

participants in a historical context (Silverstein and Urban 1996), which
are located in multi-layered timescales (Blommaert 2005: 125–157).

Extract 4: Lunch conversation on March 28, 2003 (cf. Extract 1)

1 Ace: (1.0) My host family asked me what I thought about it (2.0)
2 I told them Americans do not like surprise attacks.=
3 Jane: =ha ha [ha

⇒ 4 Masa: [Huh?
5 Ace: (1.0) M:y host family when I was in Japan, they go, what do
6 you like-, what do you- what do you think of September 11th?
7 I told them-, I said Americans do not like surprise attacks.
8 Masa: [Uh huh
9 Jane: [ha ha ha ha ha

10 Ace: (2.0) I was- I was trying to hint at Pearl Harbor
11 Dan: Yeah yeah, [that’s what-, that’s what I was thinking too
12 Jane: [Yea:h ha ha
13 Masa: Did they get that?=
14 Ace: =Yeah yeah they kinda got it. they were all like= ((gesture))
15 Dan: =Americans do not like surprise attacks. Like, yeah, remember
16 what happened the last time?

At a referential level, what are the major causes of the occurrence of Masa’s
request for repair (‘Huh?’) at line 4, in contrast to Jane’s laughing (line 3)? By
looking at the sequential context, Masa displays his understanding (‘Uh huh’)
at line 8 after Ace reformulates it as a ‘third position repair’ at lines 5–7. Thus,
there is a ‘problem’ with Ace’s utterance at lines 1–2.

The major differences in Ace’s discursive resources between lines 1–2
(‘problematic display’) and lines 5–7 (‘third position repair’) are: ‘My host family’
at line 1 is modified ‘when I was in Japan’ at line 5. The presupposed ‘it’ at line 1
C© Blackwell Publishing Ltd. 2009
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is made explicit as ‘September 11th’ at line 6. And reported speech is represented
indirectly in past tense at line 1 (‘My host family asked me what I thought about
it’); by contrast it is represented as a direct form with present tense in which the
deictic you rather than I is used in the metapragmatic discourse (‘What do you
think of September 11th?’) at line 6. Furthermore, at line 10 Ace makes explicit
his point (‘I was trying to hint at Pearl Harbor’) that surprise attacks means the
Japanese attack on ‘Pearl Harbor’ at the beginning of World War II and 9/11
terrorist acts in 2001. Based on the analysis, the major cause of the occurrence of
the non-understanding at line 4 is Masa’s incomprehension of the key referents
(it and surprise attacks) in the interaction.

In terms of the situated activities and the social identities of the participants, the
other Anglo-Americans, Jane and Dan, presumably understand Ace’s utterances
(at lines 3, 9, and 12 by Jane; at lines 11 and 15–16 by Dan) while Masa does
not. After the repair, however, he indicates his understanding at line 8 and, in
the subsequent context, he asks a pertinent question at line 13 (‘Did they get
that?’), which indicates that the problem was presumably ‘resolved’.

At a meta-level, Ace synchronizes 9/11 terrorist attacks with Pearl Harbor
with the lexical label of surprise attacks as a ‘superordinate’ concept. I identified
and boldfaced the ‘keywords’ (Strauss 2005), which are surprise attacks,
September 11th, and Pearl Harbor in Extract 4. Dan’s utterance between lines
15–16 supports the interpretation (‘remember what happened the last time?’)
in which the last time refers to the Japanese Pearl Harbor attack in 1941.

By making a less explicit expression (lines 1–2) into more explicit ones (lines 5–
7; line 10), Ace reveals his implicit assumptions, which are ‘shared’ by the other
Anglo-American participants. However, it should be noted that establishing
common referents does not require a totally symmetric sharing of assumptions.3

As Agha (2007: 89–103) argues, the problem of coordination to referents is
a matter of ‘fractional congruence’ or ‘a relatively symmetric grasp’ of what
the referents are in an emerging interaction. Furthermore, it is a reflexive
process: after the repair (lines 5–7), Masa established the co-referents (surprise
attacks, September 11th and Pearl Harbor) with the participants by calibrating his
perspective in the metapragmatic-pragmatic reflexive process.

Immediately following Extract 4, Masa introduces the term kamikaze in
reported speech. In ‘dialogically constructing’ (Tannen 1989) what he claims he
heard on the radio between lines 23–24 (‘newscaster said like oh this is kamikaze
attack’), his utterance discursively ‘creates’ a new context in the emerging
interaction in which a metalinguistic discussion of kamikaze starts (Extract 5a at
lines 26–27):

Extract 5a: Lunch conversation on March 28, 2003 (cf. Extract 2)

23 Masa: Yeah like when I was listening to radio like, the uh-, you know,
24 newscaster said like o:h this is kamikaze attack. Kinda=
25 Dan: =Yeah. That’s what everyone called it
26 Ace: In- in English kamikaze doesn’t mean divine wind, it means
27 suicide attack
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In Extract 5a, we see metalinguistic glossing on kamikaze (lines 26–27) in which
Ace explains to Masa how the term is used in English, as opposed to the normative
Japanese meaning of ‘divine wind’ (line 26). After several turns, Ace introduces
another use of kamikaze, which is ‘a drink’ (line 49):

Extract 5b: Lunch conversation on March 28, 2003 (cf. Extract 2)

49 Ace: There is a [drink
50 Dan: [There’s a drink called kamikaze, it’s really alcoholic
51 Ace: It gets you really drunk
52 Dan: Because you’re being suicidal, by drinking it.
53 Cause it’s so alcoholic
54 Ace: You’re destroying yourself=
55 Dan: =Yeah you’re destroying yourself. You’re just destroying
56 yourself in order to get drunk
57 Ace: I don’t know, it’s like- kamikaze means like you’re, suicidal.=
58 Masa: =Right. (2.0) So do you think that, like- it’s cool to, use=
59 Dan: =That’s like what Arabic people [do. we don’t do that.

⇒ 60 Masa: =[use. Use. huh?
61 Dan: We bring everyone back with us. Americans don’t do that.
62 Like- like our rangers and stuff, we have a creed that- we leave
63 no man behi:nd, no matter what. Like if he’s wounded, he’s
64 dead, we bring him back. (1.0) No matter what

The tokens of kamikaze (lines 50 and 57) are regarded as ‘Mock Japanese’,
which reproduces negative racial stereotypes of Japanese and ‘irrationality’ in
particular, in jocular parlance. The focus of the present analysis is, however,
on the non-understanding cue (huh?) displayed at line 60. What causes the
interactional problem?

By looking at the interaction as a situated activity, we see that at line 58, Masa
attempts to ask a question on their attitudes toward using the term kamikaze.
However, at line 59 Dan interrupts him, in saying ‘That’s like what Arabic
people do’ in which that refers to kamikaze in the sense of ‘suicidal act’. Then Dan
dichotomously contrasts ‘Arabic people’ with Americans (‘we don’t do that’).
Note that the referent of that at lines 59 changed from ‘a drink’ (lines 49–58) to
‘a suicidal act’ (line 59). Presumably, the referential switch contributed to the
non-understanding. The problem is thus not ‘repaired’ from Masa’s perspective.
At the position for ‘repair,’ Dan elaborates on his utterance further at lines 61–
64. In doing so, he uses we, Americans, and our rangers co-referentially, which
are boldfaced. In retrospect, I recall that I was lost after line 59, as I did not see
the relevance of ‘Arabic people’ to the metalinguistic discussion on kamikaze.

In sum, the problem of non-understanding was not resolved in Extract 5:
the extent of Masa’s grasp of the referents is not congruent enough to reach a
relatively symmetric understanding with the participants. To explain the reasons
for the asymmetry, we need to consider the meta-level framing. As can be seen
above, 9/11 terrorist acts in 2001 (lines 23–25), Japanese suicidal bombings at
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the end of World War II (lines 26–31), kamikaze as a drink (lines 49–58), and
‘Arabic people’s’ suicidal bombings (line 59), are ‘synchronized’ or conflated in
Extracts 5a and 5b. In the process, surprise attacks, Pearl Harbor, and kamikaze
serve as metadiscursive labels, which are used in synchronizing fundamentally
different historical events. With the labels functioning as contextualization cues,
the implicit shifting of the topics and the referents occurred. The shifting indicates
the (sub)culturally shared conversational inferences among the participants,
which were not shared by this author.

At this point, an emergent question is whether the identified meta-level pattern
is accidental and ad hoc, only found in this speech event. In order to investigate
it, I analyze another speech event taken from a non-instructional literacy event
on April 7 in 2003.

Extract 6: A literacy event in the computer lab on April 7, 2003 (cf. Extract 3)

1 Masa: Things changed drastically=
2 Dan: =Drastically. (2.0) Man, that’s crazy
3 Ace: All of us are that way with something right?=
4 Dan: =Yeah, in a hundred and fifty years Iraq will be like everybody=
5 Ace: =This weekend, they captured one of the palaces=

⇒ 6 Masa: =[Huh?
7 Dan: =[Oh really?
8 Ace: =They captured one of Saddam Hussein’s palaces=
9 Masa: =Uh-huh

10 Ace: =And the troops went in there to use the bathroom and like,
11 took all his like, they took all his like stuff, took his fancy
12 decorations and some of the troops took like souvenirs.
13 They were like, there’s this statue like in in Baghdad ((continues))

Extract 6 is extended from Extract 3. As we saw earlier, in the computer lab of
the program, Masa, Dan, and Ace are interacting when Masa shows a sign of
non-understanding at line 6. The problematic display to which Masa responds
is Ace’s utterance at line 5 (‘This weekend, they captured one of the palaces’).
Note that at line 7 Dan simultaneously displays a sign of understanding (‘Oh
really’). At line 8, Ace reformulates his utterance as a third position repair,
after which Masa indicates his understanding at line 9 (‘Uh-huh’). Thus, the
problem is apparently resolved. What are the major causes of the occurrence of
his non-understanding at line 6? What is the major difference in discursive
resources between line 5 (‘problematic display’) and line 8 (‘third position
repair’)?

The difference is that at line 8, Ace uses ‘one of Saddam Hussein’s palaces’
instead of ‘one of the palaces’. The reformulation made it possible for Masa to
be fractionally congruent and establish the co-referent at line 9 in the reflexive
process. In retrospect, however, I still could not interpret ‘they’ at line 8. In the
subsequent context, Ace uses the expression ‘the troops’ at line 10, at which point
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I came to have a relatively symmetric grasp of the referent they as ‘American
troops in Iraq’, which is confirmed at lines 11, 12, and 13.

Finally, we need to consider the meta-level issue with reference to the enacted
activity and the identities of the participants in a historical context. Before
Extract 6, Dan, Ace, and Masa interacted with Mr. K in his late seventies. He
is a Japanese World War II veteran, who works part time as a volunteer in
the program after his immigration to the U.S. He indignantly left the lab after
he heard Masa and Ace uttering the word ki-chiku-bei-hei, which was used to
refer to ‘American soldiers’ in a strongly derogatory way during World War II
(see Appendix 2).

In this context, thus, Dan and Masa are talking about World War II at lines 1–2
(i.e. ‘Things changed drastically [since World War II]). Then, Dan refers to ‘Iraq’
at line 4, which is immediately followed by Ace presupposing two referents of
‘they’ and ‘one of the palaces’ at line 5. Overall, Dan and Ace interact smoothly,
which indicates their sharing of cultural background assumptions (lines 2–4;
lines 5 and 7). What kind of metapragmatic frame is presupposed by Ace and
Dan?

It is seen that Dan and Ace frame the interaction by synchronizing World War
II with the War in Iraq in 2003. However, Masa does not share the frame, which
is manifested at line 6 by his not being able to follow them. There is no explicit
meta-label except for ‘Iraq’ in Extract 6. However, the implicit topical shifting
from World War II to the Iraq War presupposes the conversational inferences
shared by Dan and Ace, but not by Masa. Based on the analyses, it is argued
that the ‘same’ metapragmatic pattern that I identified in Extracts 4 and 5 is also
found in Extract 6.

To recapitulate, by using a repair cue (‘huh?’) as an analytic starting point,
I revealed the implicit assumptions, which were partially made explicit by the
third position repairs. In the process, we found the implicit topical connections
among 9/11, Pearl Harbor, Japanese suicidal bombings, and the War in Iraq,
as well as kamikaze as ‘a drink’ and as ‘a suicidal act’. I have shown that the
participants (Ace, Dan, and Jane) shared a relatively symmetric grasp of the
keyword referents, and thus interacted rather smoothly. The keywords that made
the congruence possible were: surprise attacks; September 11th; Pearl Harbor; and
kamikaze. Therefore, I claim that I found shared cultural assumptions among the
participants, though I do not have enough evidence for hypothesizing ‘cultural
models’ at this point.

In sum, to claim that the identified metapragmatic pattern constitutes a
‘cultural model’ would be empirically unwarranted. Following the principle
of Bakhtinian ‘intertextuality’, I investigate media texts on war and terrorism,
which have a ‘contextualizing’ function or that of regimenting situated discourse
metamedially (Johnson and Ensslin 2007a). By ‘intertextuality’, I mean the
assumption that explicitly or implicitly, a text retains ‘traces of history and the
voices of others’ (Hill 2007: 72) after being recontextualized in a new context
and thus transformed from the ‘original’ (Bauman and Briggs 1990).
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I only have space to analyze a text in the form of a feature article in the New
York Times. In doing so, I do not claim that the text is ‘typical’ or ‘representative’.
Nor do I attempt to perform the impossible task of tracing ‘the original text’
that the participants appropriated. Moreover, I am aware that a feature article
is more susceptible to ‘personal interpretation and bias’ than regular news
reports (Blommaert and Verschueren 1998: 190). It is only selected to make
a point since it contains the metadiscursive keywords (surprise attacks, 9/11,
and Pearl Harbor) in representing war and terrorism. Still, I claim that the
text was widely circulated internationally as well as in the U.S., given that
the New York Times is an élite, authoritative newspaper with an international
reputation.

6. A TEXT FROM THE NEW YORK TIMES

As Jane H. Hill (2002: 137) has pointed out, ‘the attack on the World Trade
Center on September 11, 2001 and the attack on Pearl Harbor [on] December
7, 1941’ were frequently compared in the media. As an example, Hill refers
to a feature article in the New York Times on October 28, 2001, entitled ‘It’s
Been Dark Before’. She calls attention to ‘Comparison of Sep. 11 to Pearl Harbor,
German threat in WWII’ (2002: 150). In what follows, I examine the text in detail
by focusing on keywords, which are surprise attacks, 9/11, and Pearl Harbor. I
particularly look at implicit inferential or ‘ideological’ processes of the author
(David M. Kennedy) by highlighting the keywords in boldface. By ‘ideology’ I
mean an implicit ‘common frame of reference’ (Blommaert and Verschueren
1998: 191):

Extract 7: New York Times editorial, October 28, 2001

Adrift in a sea of troubles, the United States seems in danger of coming unmoored
from its own historical identity. Americans have been pounded by the surprise
attacks of Sept. 11 . . . Their righteous anger is not matched by conviction of
eventual victory. They are little comforted by the still inconclusive raids against
Afghanistan . . .

Yet at least some Americans can still remember the teeming anxieties that plagued
the United States after the assault on Pearl Harbor. Popular culture recollects a people
resolute and energized in the wake of the Japanese surprise attack . . . Small wonder
that panic seized the West Coast in late 1941 in expectation of imminent Japanese
bombardment and even invasion . . . Supposedly disloyal Japanese-Americans were
accused of hatching diabolical plots to poison water supplies and blow up electrical
generating plants . . . As Churchill memorably put it, America in 1945 stood
‘at the summit of the world,’ a position that it has continued to occupy ever
since . . .

. . . But it is not outlandish to suggest that the nation’s response to Pearl Harbor
demonstrated the enduring truth that while Americans can surely be flummoxed
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and discouraged, they remain in the end a people prodigiously resourceful, resilient
and creative.

(New York Times, October 28, 2001, p. WK14)

I make explicit the implicit assumptions of the article, which David M. Kennedy
‘expect[s] [his] readers to share’ with him (Blommaert and Verschueren 1998:
191). First, the topic is introduced in the first paragraph, which is ‘the surprise
attacks of Sept. 11’. In the second paragraph, Kennedy refers to ‘the assault on
Pearl Harbor’, which is rephrased as ‘the Japanese surprise attack’ in the second
sentence. Therefore, the implicit inferential processes that he attempts to share
are: September 11 terrorist acts and the Japanese military act on Pearl Harbor
are the ‘same’ by lexically labeling both as surprise attack(s). Finally, in the last
paragraph, he refers to Pearl Harbor again to implicitly promote a military action
against the terrorist acts, which are compared to the implicitly ‘positive’ results
of the response to Pearl Harbor.

Wary of ‘confus[ing] editorials in select newspapers with public opinion’
(Hobsbawm 1990: 11), I do not claim that the nationalist ideology expressed
in the editorial is the dominant view, although it was widely circulated in U.S.
society. Moreover, the implicit assumptions that Kennedy attempts to share and
the social relations that he discursively ‘naturalizes’ (Briggs 1998) are seen as
‘ideological’ in presupposing and creating a common frame of reference. In sum,
Kennedy assumes that at a meta-level, 9/11 and Pearl Harbor are ‘the same’
by labeling both as surprise attacks in the process of synchronization. The meta-
pattern was also shared with the Anglo-American participants. Therefore, I
hypothesize that the metadiscursive pattern is part of mediatized cultural models
of war and terrorism, which are cognitively internalized ‘master myths’ among a
large number of individuals of the population, who share the experience of attending
to the mediatized discourse of war and terrorism. In other words, the mediatized
model of war and terrorism is hypothesized as ‘part of [American] society’s high
concordance code . . . across social divisions such as gender, class, ethnicity,
region’, and I would add, generation (D’Andrade 2005: 99; cf. Keesing 1987).4

Cultural models also have ‘motivational force’ (Strauss and Quinn 1997). The
hypothesized cultural model directed politically ‘conservative’ people including
my participants toward supporting the initiation of the Iraq War. However, I
hastily add that we need to recognize the complex, contesting, and centrifugal
forces in this society, which are evidenced by countless protest movements
against the Iraq War in 2003. Therefore, counter-hegemonic cultural models of
anti-war should also be hypothesized. However, the existence of contradictory
models does not deny that of the hypothetical ‘pro-war’ model. As I defined
‘cultural models’ in section 4.2, we need not exclude ‘other, alternative models’
operating simultaneously (Quinn and Holland 1987: 4). In this respect, I
speculate that the anti-war models include the comparison of the Iraq War
to the Vietnam War, which has been increasingly prominent as the former also
has been quagmired.
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7. CONCLUSION: SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS

By way of conclusion, I recapitulate my analytical strategy as a ‘five-step
procedure’, and discuss implications for three related issues: interculturality,
researcher’s multiple roles, and validity. After discussing these issues I conclude
by suggesting further data sources in media discourse which would enhance the
validity of the findings in this article.

I started this article by pointing out the perennial problem of mediating
between the analysis of ‘micro’ or face-to-face interactions and ‘macro’ or
sociohistorical processes. In what follows, I summarize the proposed strategy,
which can be applied to other mediatized discourse in the First World. My
intention is not to propose ‘algorithmic procedures’ but a general strategy that
has relevance in other research contexts (cf. Hammersley 1992: 131). The five-
step procedure is:

1. Select an inherently mediatized discursive ‘reality’, such as war and
terrorism, as an object of analysis.

2. Reveal crucial implicit assumptions that become explicit by
‘miscommunication’ indexed by repair cues (e.g. huh?) by analytically
focusing on the meta-dimension of situated discourse, and language
ideologies in particular; also use other ‘contextualization cues’ (e.g.
reported speech, pronouns, keywords, etc.) for making conversational
inferences more explicit in the process.

3. Formulate metapragmatic patterns that are commonly found across the
interactions, based on (2).

4. Then analyze related media texts in order to find comparable meta-patterns,
following the principle of intertextuality.

5. If the patterns are found, hypothesize mediatized ‘cultural models’ as
widely-circulating schemas in the society.

In the absence of evidence to the contrary, the models are assumed to be
‘widely shared’ by diverse individuals and groups (ethnicity, gender, generation,
social class, etc.). However, normally there are competing or contradictory
models working at the same time in society. Flux, variability, or non-sharing
are recognized in cultural models theory (Strauss and Quinn 1997; Strauss
2005), and I address those ‘centrifugal’ aspects elsewhere (Yamaguchi under
review).

To conclude this article, I provide implications for three issues: interculturality;
multiple roles of the researcher; and validity in ethnography. In discussing
the notion of ‘interculturality’, I argue for taking an ‘apriorist’ position as
the analyst. By ‘apriorist position’ I mean positing categories (e.g. Japanese,
American, etc.) before analysis (cf. Scollon and Scollon 2001), even though the
overly homogeneous notion of ‘culture’ is not assumed. More specifically, in
analyzing ‘intercultural encounters,’ how can we be critically aware of what
is ‘(inter)cultural’ while avoiding the danger of ‘analytical stereotyping’ in
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positing any group as a unit (Sarangi 1994)? It is often the case that whenever
problems are perceived in presumed ‘inter-group’ interactions (often cast as
‘us’ versus ‘them’), the notion of ‘culture’ is invoked and the causes of the
problems are attributed to the ‘culture’ of the out-group. Instead, I suggest that
we start with analyzing situated interactions micro-analytically in which ‘non-
understandings’ manifest themselves as a recognizable discursive pattern. In
initiating analysis, ‘intercultural encounters’ can be posited a priori, for example,
based on the national identities of the participants. The use of these categories by
the analyst is justified as ‘an ethnographic fact’ (Bucholtz and Hall 2004: 375),
if they are the participants’ ‘experience-near’ concepts and ‘identity types’, as
exemplified in this article.

Although postmodernists claim that the notion of ‘culture’ may be no
longer useful as a technical term in ‘a postcritical discourse world’ in which
‘cultural units have been dissolved into boundaryless forms of intertextuality
and interdiscursivity’ (Scollon and Scollon 2001: 543),5 I argue that the concept
of ‘interculturality’ does not lose its importance at all in the globalized capitalist
world (Coupland 2003) in which the value of semiotic signs is vertically ‘scaled’,
or layered, stratified, and unequally distributed (Blommaert 2007). Therefore,
it is increasingly important to study ‘intercultural (mis)communication’ with
individuals who have crossed the boundaries of nation-states without adequately
acquiring the ‘orders of indexicality’ as the ‘norms’ or ‘rules’ of the dominant
groups in the host societies (2007: 2).

Secondly, I reflect upon the multiple roles of the researcher in an ethnographic
study with reference to the notion of ‘validity’. In doing so, I defend the validity of
the findings of this article while acknowledging its limitations. Admittedly, this
article may be seen as radically ‘biased’, as it is conducted by this author, who
is simultaneously the participant-observer and the investigator. Furthermore, I
need to face the challenge of ‘the analyst’s paradox’ or ‘the activity of obtaining
members’ insights to inform our interpretive practice’ in order for the analyst’s
perspective to be aligned with the participants’ perspectives (Sarangi 2007: 579).
In particular, this article suffers from the problem of verstehen (i.e. empathetic
understanding of the ‘natives’) without einfühlen (i.e. empathizing) (Geertz 1984:
124). As Sally Johnson points out, it would be ideal to pursue ‘the methodological
principle of symmetry’ between the researcher and the researched, by which the
former shows respect not only for ‘expert’ discourses of the disciplines but also for
‘lay’ discourses and practices by the researched (Johnson 2001: 594). However,
I ‘took sides’ and critiqued the perspectives of the participants in advancing my
argument against war. There is no simple answer to the paradox. I acknowledge
my bias toward a ‘pacifist’ position in designing and enacting the whole research
process, which might be seen as its major limitation.

The readers thus might question the ‘validity’ of the findings in the sense
of ‘accurately representing the phenomena’ under consideration (Hammersley
1992: 69). The reason that I address the validity issue is because I take seriously
the claim that the primary goal of research should be the production of knowledge
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with a commitment to ‘subtle (as opposed to naı̈ve) forms of realism’ that do not
lead to extreme relativism, since the research directed toward particular political
goals often distorts the results (Hammersley 1992: 43–56).

In this respect, I claim that the findings of this article have a reasonable
degree of validity, despite my personal beliefs and values. On the one hand,
ethnographic research is by definition ‘subjective’, and spatio-temporarily
situated ethnographic experiences cannot be reproduced in exactly the same
way. On the other hand, the ‘reflexive’ nature of ethnographic research does not
imply that its findings are merely ‘idiosyncratic’, ‘ad hoc’, or ‘impressionistic’,
even though research contexts and analytic concepts are ineluctably ‘second-
order’ ones mediated by the analyst (Giddens 1984: 284).

It should be emphasized that the fragments of discourse ‘are always shaped and
constrained . . . by larger contexts’ (Cicourel 2007: 736). In the present context,
the larger goal is to analyze the discursive construction of ‘Others’, focusing on
national identities. The fragments of the selected extracts necessarily reflect the
goal. Furthermore, I provided crucial ‘contexts’ (Cicourel 1992: 294–296) – the
narrower sense of the sequential context in the situated interactions and the
broader one of relevant ethnographic information at particular sociohistorical
periods, which were multiply framed and constrained.

In general terms, it is highly questionable to assume that ‘social reality’
is totally created anew in each instance of interaction, which is called the
‘occasionalist fallacy’ (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 144). Ontologically,
discursive interaction is ‘structured’, to a degree, by widely circulating
metadiscursive patterns, which can be found more clearly in an inherently
mediatized ‘reality’ such as war and terrorism. It is thus crucial to seek meta-
patterns in situated discourse without falling into the trap of macro-sociological
determinism. The findings on cultural models as ‘internalized meta-patterns’
should also be ‘replicable’ (cf. Gumperz 1999) as they are ‘widely shared’ and
‘historically enduring’ in society (Strauss and Quinn 1997).

Given these implications, I suggest the kinds of data that contribute to
developing or modifying the hypothetical cultural-models of war and terrorism.
Specifically, I propose that corpus studies of media representations of ‘U.S. disaster
concepts’ should be conducted by focusing on the metadiscursive keywords of
kamikaze, surprise attacks, Pearl Harbor, and 9/11. In order to investigate how
these words are used metadiscursively or society-wide, it is useful to trace a
complex ‘intertextual series’ (Hanks 1987) within multiple temporal frames.
According to Jane H. Hill, contested social issues often induce societal ‘moral
panics’, which lead to ‘media firestorms’ or the production of a large amount of
corpus on the issues in a short period (Hill 2007: 73). In the present context,
the relevant temporal frames that should have caused the ‘moral panics’ are just
after 9/11 in 2001 and at the beginning of the Iraq War in 2003. By examining
the ‘media firestorms’ in these periods, it becomes possible to check the validity
of the hypothesized cultural models that synchronize the war-related events, as
well as exploring other contesting or contradictory models.
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Although the relationships between the production by the media and the
internalization by individuals are cognitively mediated and complex (Strauss
and Quinn 1997), I argue that a critical analysis of media discourse on the ‘U.S.
disasters’ in those temporal frames will prove to be significant for constructing
more accurate cultural models of war and terrorism (Yamaguchi under review).
There are reasons to believe that cultural models of war and terrorism are
significantly shaped by the media. To conclude, the ethnography of mediatized
discourse that I demonstrated here will be useful in examining the powerful
effects of the media, which is ‘ubiquitous’ with ‘élite status’ (Johnson and
Ensslin 2007a: 21) in the densely semioticized orders of indexicality of the First
World.

NOTES

1. I am grateful to Ben Blount and Lionel Wee, as well as two anonymous reviewers, for
helpful comments. Of course, I am solely responsible for any inadequacies.

2. To quote the earlier part of the discussion: ‘In our view, the discursive critique of
‘attitudes’ is valuable but tended to be overplayed . . . its overly radical stance against
cognitivist interpretations also seems to undermine at least a part of the case for a
sociolinguistics of metalanguage’ (Coupland and Jaworski 2004: 26).

3. It should be pointed out that displays of understanding do not guarantee that the
hearer totally understands the intention of the speaker. She might not recognize her
misunderstanding of the speaker or might claim her understanding, contrary to her
non-understanding, for various reasons (Clark and Wilkes-Gibbs 1986: 7–8). In this
respect I agree with the view that achieving complete intersubjectivity is impossible
(Bailey 2004: 396), and thus do not support the idea that misunderstandings
are ‘deviant’ or ‘aberrant’, while understandings are ‘normal’ or even morally
superior.

4. Roger M. Keesing provides a Marxist critique of the implicitly ‘conservative’ model of
society assumed by cultural models theory: ‘it disguises and mystifies real structures
of class and power, [which] may legitimate and perpetuate the status quo’ (1987:
388). In the present context, it is an empirical issue whether the mediatized cultural
model that I hypothesized is uniformly distributed by ‘95 percent or more of the
population’ (D’Andrade 2005: 99). However, there is evidence that cultural models
are widely shared in a variety of cultural domains (illness, marriage, social equality,
etc.) across groups (2005: 99).

5. Scollon and Scollon (2001: 544) further argue that:

An interdiscursive approach to intercultural communication had led us to
prefer to set aside any a priori notions of group membership and identity and to
ask instead how and under what circumstances concepts such as culture are
produced by the participants as relevant categories for interpersonal ideological
negotiation.

The argument may be indicative of anti-cognitivist interpretations (Coupland and
Jaworski 2004), which only focus on the ‘contextualizing’ or ‘constitutive’ role of
discourse (Scollon and Scollon 2001: 543) and relatively neglect ‘contextualized’ or
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presupposed aspects of communication. Moreover, I question the feasibility of such an
approach in actual practice: how can we go about analyzing an interaction without
presupposing ‘any a priori notions of group membership and identity’? In order to
start an analysis, the analyst needs a frame of reference, though she can present a
more nuanced picture later (Bucholtz and Hall 2004: 376).

REFERENCES

Agha, Asif. 2007. Language and Social Relations. Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge
University Press.

Bailey, Benjamin. 2004. Misunderstandings. In Alessandro Duranti (ed.) A Companion
to Linguistic Anthropology. Malden, Massachusetts/Oxford, U.K.: Blackwell. 395–
413.

Banks, Stephen P., Gao Ge and Joyce Baker. 1991. Intercultural encounters and
miscommunication. In Nikolas Coupland, Howard Giles and John M. Wiemann
(eds.) ‘Miscommunication’ and Problematic Talk. London: Sage. 103–120.

Bauman, Richard and Charles L. Briggs. 1990. Poetics and performance as critical
perspectives on language and social life. Annual Review of Anthropology 19: 59–
88.

Berger, Peter L. and Thomas Luckmann. 1966. The Social Construction of Reality: A
Treatise in the Sociology of Knowledge. New York: Anchor Books.

Blommaert, Jan. 2005. Discourse: A Critical Introduction. Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge
University Press.

Blommaert, Jan. 2007. Sociolinguistic scales. Intercultural Pragmatics 4: 1–19.
Blommaert, Jan and Jef Verschueren. 1998. The role of language in European

nationalist ideologies. In Bambi B. Schieffelin, Kathryn A. Woolard and Paul V.
Kroskrity (eds.) Language Ideologies: Practice and Theory. 189–210.

Bourdieu, Pierre and Loı̈c J. D. Wacquant. 1992. An Invitation to Reflexive Sociology.
Cambridge, U.K.: Polity Press.

Briggs, Charles L. 1998. ‘You’re a liar – you’re just like a woman!’ Constructing
dominant ideologies of language in Warao men’s gossip. In Bambi B. Schieffelin,
Kathryn A. Woolard and Paul V. Kroskrity (eds.) Language Ideologies: Practice and
Theory. 229–255.

Bucholtz, Mary and Kira Hall. 2004. Language and identity. In Alessandro Duranti
(ed.) A Companion to Linguistic Anthropology. Malden, Massachusetts/Oxford, U.K.:
Blackwell. 369–394.

Cicourel, Aaron V. 1992. The interpretation of communicative contexts: Examples
from medical encounters. In Alessandro Duranti and Charles Goodwin (eds.)
Rethinking Context: Language as an Interactive Phenomenon. Cambridge, U.K.:
Cambridge University Press. 291–310.

Cicourel, Aaron V. 2007. A personal, retrospective view of ecological validity. Text &
Talk 27: 735–752.

Clark, Herbert H. and Deanna Wilkes-Gibbs. 1986. Referring as a collaborative process.
Cognition 22: 1–39.

Coupland, Nikolas (ed.). 2003. Sociolinguistics of globalization. Special Issue of Journal
of Sociolinguistics 7: 465–623.

Coupland, Nikolas and Adam Jaworski. 2004. Sociolinguistic perspectives on
metalanguage: Reflexivity, evaluation and ideology. In Adam Jaworski, Nikolas

C© Blackwell Publishing Ltd. 2009



NON-UNDERSTANDING AS A HEURISTIC 407
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APPENDIX 1: Transcription conventions

- abrupt breaks or stops (if several, stammering)
? rising intonation
. falling intonation
__ (underline) stress
(1.0) silences timed to the nearest second
[ simultaneous talk by two speakers, with one utterance represented on

top of the other and the moment of overlap marked by left brackets
= interruption or next utterance following immediately, or continuous talk

represented on separate lines because of need to represent overlapping
comment on intervening line

((. . .)) transcriber’s comment/ translation from Japanese ((‘. . .’))
: elongated vowel
, pause or breath without marked intonation
(haha) laughter
Italics Japanese language

APPENDIX 2: Talking about World War II

((Mr. K, Masa, Ace, and Dan are at the computer lab of the Japanese program))

Masa: ((to Mr. K)) Warui kotoba bakka oboetendesuyo, kichikubeihei toka ((‘They are
trying to learn only bad words such as kichikubeihei’))

Ace: Sessha wa kichiku beihei de gozaru ((‘I am kichikubeihei’))
Mr. K: Imiga wakatte imiga wakate itteruno ((‘Do you know what it means?’))
Ace: Hai imi ga wakaru. ((‘Yes, I know what it means’))

((Mr. K indignantly goes away))
Dan: I don’t think he would find that that yeah I don’t think he would find it

that he wouldn’t find it that funny, you know? I’m sure like my grandfather
would be the same way. If you started calling people Japs, he’d be like yeah
you know, he wouldn’t know you were joking. ((pause)) Oh man, that’s
so weird to think about that ((pause)) Back in his, back in back in K-san’s
((‘Mr. K’s)) day his country was fighting this country and now he lives over
here. That’s weird man that’s weird.

Masa: Things changed drastically ((continuing with Extracts 3 and 6))
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