
Jacek Juliusz Jadacki

Misunderstundings about
understanding
Acta Universitatis Lodziensis. Folia Philosophica nr 9, 33-41

1993



A C T A  U N I V E R S I T A T I S  L O D Z I E N S I S  
F O L IA  P H IL O S O P H IC A  9 , 1993

Jacek Juliusz Jadacki 

M IS U N D E R S T A N D IN G S  A B O U T  U N D E R S T A N D IN G

1. A R G U M E N T S  O F  T H E  R E L A T IO N  O F  U N D E R S T A N D IN G

Tw o m isunderstand ing  are  connected  w ith this m atter.
T he first m isunderstand ing  is th a t the necessary cond ition  o f  defin ing  (and 

characterizing) 'u n d ers tan d in g ' is to ind icate  the  field (scil. the dom ain  and  the 
coun terdom ain ) o f  the re la tion  o f  understand ing . T he  second m isunderstan ­
ding is th a t i.a. non-obsevable objects (e.g. in ten tiona l objects) belong to the 
coun terdom ain  o f this relation.

F rom  a n o th e r place it is the  fact, th a t the dom ain  o f  the  re la tions o f 
understand ing  con ta in s people (NB. not all, certain ly), an im als, and  perhaps 

com puters. O n the o th e r hand  the coun te rd o m ain  (o r one o f  the co u n te r­
dom ains a t least) is created  by observable  objects.

2. T H E  S E M A N T IC  C A T E G O R Y  O F  -U N D E R S T A N D IN G '

T he m isunderstand ing  consist here in the view, th a t the  w ord  'u n d e rs ta n d ' 
-  accord ing  to  a given con tex t -  has one o f  the follow ing categories:

_2_, z , o r z . As a m a tte r o f  fact these a re  categories o f  three  various 
η η II z 111111

functors:

x understands v,n n

— x understands th a t p,n z

[33]
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■- x understands z by y (i, e, x m eans y as z), nnn J '

Each o f these functors refers to a certa in  tw o- o r th ree-argum ent-rela tion . 
It is the full list, ap a r t from  the m etaphorical contexts (e.g. o f  the kind o f  
H eidegger’s declarations th a t the m an ... is understand ing).

3. P O L Y S E M Y  O F  ‘U N D E R S T A N D IN G ’

'U n d ers tan d in g ' is the double  polysem . T he polysem y pecu liar to every 
m ental p red icate  characterizes, firstly, this w ord . ’U n d e rstan d in g ’ as the 
m ental p red icate  can refer either to a  certa in  d isposition  (habitual u n ders tan ­
ding), to a  certa in  act (actual understand ing), o r to a  certa in  chain  o f  acts 
(processual understanding). The specific polysem y o f  'u n d e rs ta n d ’ can  be call 
'polysem y o f fou r і-s’. F o r  to  unders tand  is, secondly, e ither to  feel (intuitive 
understand ing), to be conscious (identificative understand ing ), to justify  
(indulgentive understand ing), o r to  signify (inscriptive understanding).

It w ould  be m isunderstand ing  to believe th a t the hab itua l, actual, and 
processual understand ing  from  the one hand , and  th a t the in tuitive, iden­
tificative, indulgentive, and  inscriptive u n ders tand ing  from  the o ther hand 
-  creates the m em bers o f  tw o logical c lassifications o f  the d en o ta tio n  o f 
'u n d ers tan d in g ’. These are various m e a n i n g s  o f  ‘u n ders tand ing ’, and  no t 
various subsets o f  one set o f  understand ings.

Let us add, th a t in tuitive u n ders tand ing  (scil. feeling) -  con ta in ing  the 
em pathy  in to  o th e r's  feelings, as well as the idea tion  in to  essences o f  things -  is 
a  k ind  o f  cognition . Being conscious o f  som eth ing  can be described as 
identificative understand ing , only if the object o f  consciousness is som ehow  
hidden from  o u r sight o r a t  least h a rd  to be the  object o f  o u r consciousness on 
a certa in  account. Indulgentive understand ing  -  m otivative  o r m otivati- 
ve-behavioral one -  is o f  various degrees: from  approv ing  and  recognizing as 
right (m otives o r behaviours), th ro u g h o u t consen ting  and  perm itting , until 
non -d am n a tio n  and  excusing. Finally  inscriptive understand ing  is the 
th ree-argum ent-p red icate  and  can be conno ta tive  o r referentive understand ing  
according  to  w hat is signified by som ething: connotatum o r a referent.

4. E L L IP T IC IT Y  O F  ‘U N D E R S T A N D IN G ’ IN  T H E  ID E N T IF IC A T IV E  S E N S E

T he term  'identificative u n d e rtan d in g ’ ap p ears  in various elliptic contexts. 
T he phrase  ,,x  unders tand  y” can m ean that:

a) x is conscious o f the na tu re  o f  y (cardinal understanding);
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b) x is conscious o f  the s truc tu re  o f  y (constitutional understanding);
c) x is conscious o f the horizon o f  y  (contextual understanding);
d) x is conscious o f  the reason o f  y (causal understand ing : initial one -  o f 

motives, o r effectual one -  o f aims);
e) x is conscious o f the sense o f  y (conceptual understand ing).
This ellipticity  o f  six c ’s is p ro b ab ly  the derivative  o f  the polysem y o f

'sense' sensu largo ( 'n a tu re ', ‘s tru c tu re ’, ‘ho rizo n ', ‘reaso n ’, and  ‘sense’ sensu 
stricto).

H ow ever it w ould be m isunderstand ing  to  th ink  th a t  card inal, cons­
titu tional (i.a. syntactical), con tex tual (i.a. psychocon tex tual and  psychocon- 
textual-behavioral), causal (i.a, pychocausal and  psychocausal-behavioral), 
and concep tual (i.a. verbal) understand ings -  are types o f  understand ing . F o r 
that reason, it is m isunderstand ing  also speak ing  (litterally) a b o u t w a y s  or  
m e t h o d s  o f  understanding .

S. E X P L IC A T IO N S  O F  C U R R E N T  U S E S  O F  ‘U N D E R S T A N D IN G ’

Each o f  the cu rren t use o f  ‘u n ders tand ing ’ (and  the dérivâtes o f this w ord) 
can be p a rap h rased  w ith  the  aid o f  the  in troduced  here specialized term s. It 
would be. how ever, m isunderstand ing  to requ ire  the  p a rap h rase  o f  every 
cu rren t use o f  ‘understand ing ’ w ith the a id o f  e x a c t l y  o n e  o f  these 
specialized terms.

Let us consider the following context:

W e are  no t d o w n h e a rte d . T h e  on ly  tro u b le  is. w e c a n n o t u n d e rs ta n d  w h a t is h ap p e n in g  to  o u r  
ne ighbours.

Jo se p h  C h am b er la in

T he sense o f  ‘understand ing ’ oscillates here betw een the identificative and 
indulgcntivc ones. A nalogically  the con troversy  a b o u t the question , w hether to 
understand  m usic is to  be conscious o f the (form al) s tru c tu re  o f  a given w ork, 
o r o f  the psychical com poser’s acts, accom panying the  c reation  o f  this w ork , o r 
o f the m otives o f  com posing, o r perhaps o f  som eth ing  else (e.g. to react 
properly  to  this w ork in the em otiona l sphere) -  is the purposeless controversy .

6 . C O N T R O V E R S IE S  A B O U T  U N D E R S T A N D IN G

The diversity  o f  op in ions in the m a tte r o f  u n ders tand ing  e ither has its 
source in the confusion  o f  m eanings (i.e. som e o f  these op in ions are



3 6 Jacek  Ju liu sz  Jad a ck i

m isunderstandings), o r these opin ions a re  em pirically  testable (i.e. som e o f 
them  are  sim ply Talse).

A good exam ple o f  the first situa tion  is the S O PH ISM  O F  T H E  
H E R M E N E U T IC  C IR C L E . T o  unders tand  it is supposed to unders tand  in 
advance. In  detail: to know  why som ebody do  som ething , one should  know  
tha t som ebody do  this th ing  and  these a re  to  be the facts non-identificable 
separately . T he press o f  the b u tto n  by a certa in  person is to  be (causally) 
unders tood  only by this m an. w ho know s th a t this person w anted  to  press the 
b u tto n . In  fact, it is unders tood  by the m an, w ho know s th a t this person 
w anted  (e.g.) to  ring. In general, it is no t the case, that:

1Γ w e u n d e rs ta n d  a given ac tiv ity  o f  a  ce rta in  p e rso n , we k n o w , th a t  h is p erso n  w a n te d  to  c a rry  ou t 
ju s t  t h i s  ac tiv ity .

T he fact is, on  the  o ther hand , that:

I f  we u n d e rs ta n d  a given  ac tiv ity  o f  a ce rta in  p e rso n , w e k n o w , th a t  th is p e rso n  w a n te d  to  ca rry  
o u t so m eth in g  d i f f e r e n t  fro m  th is a c tiv ity  (so m eth in g  h av in g  th is  a c tiv ity  as its cause).

The good  exam ple o f the second situa tion  is to  adm it (w ith no  found) to 
the Q U E S T IO N  O F  T H E  C O N G E N IT A L IT Y  O F  D IS P O S IT IO N S  TO  
U N D E R S T A N D IN G  the sta tu s o f  the ph ilosophical (and  no t em pirical) 
problem .

7 . R E L A T IO N S  B E T W E E N  N O T IO N S  O F  ‘U N D E R S T A N D IN G ’

T he m ain m isunderstand ing  consists here, firstly, in the view, th a t certain 
objects can  be unders tood  only thanks to intuitive understand ing . In fact, we 
do  not know  such a result o f  this in tuitive understand ing , which can n o t be 
reached w ith the aid o f  «norm al» m ethods, e.g. w ith the a id o f  reasoning. But 
i s  it a rguab le  a t all, th a t som ething  does not exist?

It is m isunderstand ing , secondly, to  consider the no tion  o f  ‘identificativc 
u n ders tand ing ' -  o r m ore exactly o f  ‘concep tua l und ers tan d in g ' -  as the 
generically prim itive notion .

T h ird  m isunderstand ing  is the view, th a t the necessary cond ition  o f  the 
identificative understand ing  o f  a certa in  object is the indulgentive und ers tan ­
ding o f  this object. Let us com pare the  follow ing declaration:

AH. ev e ry th in g  th a t  I u n d e rs ta n d . I u n d e rs ta n d  on ly  because  I love.
L eo T o ls to y
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Analogically  groundless conviction is the view, th a t the  necessary cond ition  
o f the psychocontextual understand ing  is to  f  e e 1 (o r to  have the ability  to feel) 
the p ro p er («understood») experiences. The m ore groundless conviction  is the 
view that one can  (conceptually) understand  the u tte rance  o f a certa in  person 
b e t t e r  than  this person her/him self. (I t was said a b o u t T adeusz K otarb iń sk i, 
th a t his sum m aries of' o th e r's  papers showed him  b e t t e r  u n d e r s t a n ­
d i n g  the u tterances o f  the a u tho rs  o f  sum m arized  papers t h a n the a u th o rs  
themselves).

In the extrem e case the idea w ould be th a t it w ould be possible to 
understand  (conceptually) an  u tterance incom prehensib le to  the sender. It 
should be add , o f  course, th a t the m a tte r is here a b o u t the p r o p e r concep tual 
understand ing  (i.e. the reconstruction  o f  the sense m ean t by the sender) and 
not ab o u t a n y  understand ing  (i.e. ascrib ing  any  sense).

Finally , fou rth  m isunderstand ing  is so-called T H E  P R IN C IP L E  O F  
H E R M E N E U T IC S , accord ing  to  which the necessary cond ition  o f  inscriptive 
and concep tual understand ing  is to  reach the  full con tex tual u n ders tand ing  (o f 
a given in te rp reted  u tterance). W hat is m ore, such a full u n ders tand ing  is 
sim ply unatta inab le.

8. U N D E R S T A N D IN G  A N D  A N O T H E R  M E N T A L  F U N C T IO N S

We have the following dependences:
1. If  som ebody understands som ething identifically  (in the ac tu a l sense), 

he T H IN K S .
2. If  som ebody understands conceptually  (in the  actual sense) the  u tte ­

rance o f a  certa in  person, he P E R C E IV E S  this u tte rance. O f course, the 
thing is here o f  the «understand ing»  perception , and  no t o f  the  em pty  
«gaping».

3. If  som ebody has the ability  o f S P E A K IN G , he has also the ability  o f 
conceptual understand ing . T he th ing  is here, also , o f  speaking, and  no t o f 
«babbling».

4. If  som ebody IN F O R M S  a certa in  person o f  som eth ing  w ith the  aids o f 
a certa in  u tte rance, bo th  o f  them  unders tand  concep tua lly  th is  u tterance.

5. If  som ebody understands concep tually  the u tte rance  o f  a  certa in  person, 
this person EX P R E SSE S som ething  w ith the a id o f  this u tterance. N P . it 
happens th a t the th ing expressed differs p rincipally  from  the  th ing  undestood . 
Here we have the source o f the rem ark:

Speech w as given  to  m an  to  d isgu ise  h is th o u g h t.
C h arle s-M au ric e  d e  T a lley ran d
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6. If  som ebody R E A C T S E M O T IO N A L L Y  to a certa in  w ork  o f  a r t in the 
p ro p er way, he understands it conceptually . T his dependence should  be, 
certain ly , lim ited to the dom ain  o f  the w orks o f  literary  art.

7. I f  som ebody understands inscriptively by a certa in  expression som et­
hing determ ined, he C O N C E D E S  the statem ent th a t this determ ined th ing  is 
the sense o f  th is expression.

8. I f  a certa in  person understands inscriptively (in the h ab itua l sense) by 
a certa in  sign a certa in  object, the p resen ta tion  o f this object w ith this person is 
A S S O C IA T E D  w ith the p resen tation  o f  this sign.

O n the o th e r hand , it is m isunderstand ing  to  consider understand ing  as 
a k ind  o f  R E A S O N IN G . T he source o f  this m isunderstand ing  is p ro b ab ly  the 
confusion  o f  understand ing  w ith the IN T E R P R E T A T IO N , i.e. com ing at 
understand ing . T here  a re  m any techniques o f  achieving this state: expressive, 
aesthetic, sym bolic, herm eneutic, psychologic, hum anistic, im aginative, tele- 
ologic. psychoanalitic , and  -  last bu t no t least -  logic in te rp reta tion . In 
opposite  to  the  in te rp reta tion  understand ing  (the in tuitive understand ing  
excepted) is e ither only a certa in  (potential o r actual) s tate  o r  a  chain  o f 
cognitive states.

It is m isunderstand ing  also to th ink  th a t we can consider som ething  (i.e. 
a certa in  sentence) as true, and  to  no t unders tand  it a t the sam e time. It was 
p u t in a nutshell:

T h e  ig n o ra n t m a n  a lw ays a d o re s  w h a t he c a n n o t u n d ers ta n d .
C esare  L o m b ro so

Let us add  th a t it is hard  to  im agine the m ore essential m isunderstand ing  
than  question ing  the  dependence:

I f  so m eb o d y  u n d e rs ta n d s  so m eth in g  co n c ep tu ally , th e  th in g  u n d e rs to o d  is th e  S E N S E F U L  
expression .

O n the o th e r hand , it is an  open question , w hether one can say ab o u t 
concep tua l u n ders tand ing  in ternally  con trad ic to ry  u tterances.

9. D E G R E E S  O F  ID E N T IF IC A T IV E  U N D E R S T A N D IN G

M any fact speak fo r the  view, th a t identificative u n ders tand ing  (scil. being 
conscious) is gradual. I th ink  the following dependences take  place:

1. T he  m ore detail s tructu re , the m ore wide horizon , and  the m ore d istan t 
reasons o f  an  unders to o d  object a re  conscious by a  given person , the  better this 
person understands identificatively this object.
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2. T he m ore elem ents o f  the com pound  expression is unders tood  concep­
tually, the better this person understands this expression.

3. Let us suppose that:
a) som ebody understands selectively a  certa in  expression, if  he is conscious 

only o f  a p a rt o f the d en o ta tio n  o f  this expression;
b) som ebody understands clearly a certa in  expression, if  he is conscious o f  

the w hole d en o ta tio n  o f this expression:
c) som ebody understands distinctly a  certa in  expression, if he is conscious 

o f any co n n o ta tio n  o f  this expression;
d) som ebody understands accurately a certa in  expression, if he is conscious 

o f the lexical co n n o ta tio n  o f  this expression;
e) som ebody understands exactly  a certa in  expression, if  he is conscious o f  

the essential co n n o ta tio n  o f  this expression.
N ow, the m ore som ebody’s concep tua l understand ing  a given expression 

on the scale from  (a) to  (e) d raw s to  the end (i.e. to  exact understand ing), the 
better he understands this expression.

4. T he  m ore detail p resen ta tion  is beeing conscious o f  the sense o f  a  given 
expression, the better the u n ders tand ing  person understands (conceptually) this 
expression.

O n the o th e r hand  it is m isunderstand ing  to  claim  th a t the m ore distance is 
between the  literary  sense o f  a  given expression  and  the sense beeing conscious 
by a certa in  person, the be tte r this person understands (conceptually) this 
expression.

10. D E F IN IT IO N  O F  ‘C O N C E P T U A L  U N D E R S T A N D IN G '

It would be m isunderstand ing  to  requ ire  the reconstruction  o f  the norm al, 
equivalent defin ition  o f  „ p ro p e r  concep tual unders tan d in g "  (scil. ‘p ro p e r 
com prehending '). W e have only:

If  it is u n d e rs to o d  in scrip tively  by  th e  sign y  th e  o b jec t z. th en  th e  p erso n  x unders tands properly  y. 
if  an d  on ly  i f  x u n d e rs ta n d s  in scrip tive ly  by y (th e  ob jec t) z.

It is a n o th e r m a tte r th a t the initial cond ition  o f this defin ition  is n o t 
precision. D oes ,,il is u n d ers to o d "  m ean: „everybody u n d ers tan d s" , „ the  m ost 
people u n d e rs tan d " , „som ebodies undestan d s” , o r „(each of, the m ost of, 
a certain  of) p roficient users und ers tan d "?

T he norm al defin ition  can  be given only fo r „an y  understand ing":

T h e  p erso n  x understands som ehow  th e  sign y i f  a n d  on ly  if  x  u n d e rs ta n d s  in scrip tively  
an y th in g  by y.
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But it w ould  be m isunderstand ing  to  identify  p ro p e r com prehending  with 
any  com prehending  (i.e. w ith instrum ental com prehending). A nd the view, th a t 
instrum enta l com prehend ing  a certa in  object is identical w ith being conscious 
o f  the fact th a t this object is a sign -  is still g rea te r m isunderstand ing .

I I .  C R IT E R IA  O F  C O N C E P T U A L  U N D E R S T A N D IN G

T he basic m isunderstand ing  is the faith  in existing the universal c rite rion  o f 
com prehending  and  understand ing  in general -  such a c rite rion  w hich cou ld  be 
the necessary as well sufficient cond ition . T he  m isunderstand ing  equal to  the 
fo rm er is to look  for any criterion  sensu stricto, an  abso lu te  criterion . In fact 
we d ispose o f  criteria  sensu largo, i.e. partia l criteria. T hey  look  like these:

a) feeling correc t understand ing  a given u tterance;
b) correc t reproducing (i.e. q uo tting ) a  given u tterance;
c) co rrect explaining (the sense of) a given expression;
d) co rrec t sum m arizing a given u tterance.
T he source o f feeling o f m isunderstanding a given u tte rance  can be 

d istu rbances o f  the a tten tio n  o t the com plexity  o f  the  objesct decribed in this 
u tte rance. T he source o f  m istakes and  difficulties in reproducing , explaining, 
and  sum m arizing , can be defects o f  intellectual d ispositions o th e r than  
understand ing-d isposilions (e.g. troub les w ith the  m em ory, m istakes in reaso­
ning), o r even purely  articu la tive  defects. T he source o f  im proper, reaction  to 
take a hoped -fo r stand  (e.g. in the case o f  lying answ er).

On the o th e r hand  the correctness o f  the  respective behav iours can be 
result o f  the incidental coexistence. O ne can find the  p ro p er definiens w ithou t 
understand ing  it. It is very hard  to m ake sure, w hether a given u tte rance  i s the 
answ er fo r the  question  b rought up. and  w hether this u tte rance  bears w itness 
to  understand ing  this -  and  no t an o th e r -  elem ent o f the fo rm ula ted  question.

12. L IN G U A L  C O M P E T E N C E

W h at does m ean to have the lingual com petence?
T w o abilities create  it: the ability  o f  concep tual understanding u tterances 

a lready  h eard , and  the ability  o f  producing (o r com plem enting) u tte rance  -  i.a. 
(com posed) u tterances never heard  before.

W h a t w e gen u in e ly  u n d e rs ta n d , w e can  do .
R ay m o n d  W illiam s
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The m ain  m isunderstand ing  here is the view, th a t the  necessary and  
sufficient cond ition  o f  such an  ability  is understand ing  the  s tru c tu re  and  the 
sense o f  e lem ents o f  such utterances. T he existence o f  idiom s (u nders tood  en 
bloc) and  o f the ability  o f  creating  com plex expression  w ith the a id o f  
syncategorem ata  (no il-understood  very often in iso la tion) speaks for the 
faultiness o f  the m entioned view.

W a rsa w  U niversity  
Po land

Ja c e k  Ju liu sz  J a d u c k i 

N IE P O R O Z U M IE N IA  W O K Ó Ł  R O Z U M IE N IA

P u n k te m  w yjścia ro z w aż ań  są cz tery  h ipo tezy : dw ie leksykalne , g ra m a ty c z n a  i h is to ry cz n a:
1. W yrażen ie  ..ro z u m ie ć”  je s t  po lisem em  i to  podw ójn ie:
a) w ie loznacznością  w łaśc iw ą w ielu p re d y k a to m  m en ta ln y m  (tj. m o że  m ieć w  szczególności 

sens a k tu a ln y , h a b ilu a ln y , sekw encyjny  lub  p rocesuálny );
b) w ie loznacznością  sw o is tą  (tj. m oże w  szczególności m ieć sens in tu icy jny , id en ty fikacy jny , 

indulgencyjny  lu b  in sk rypcy jny).
2. W y rażen ie  „ ro zu m ieć”  w sensie iden ty fik acy jn y m  w ystępu je  w k o n te k s ta c h  elip tycznych  

(m oże m ieć w ów czas sens esencja lny . s tru k tu ra ln y , fu n k c jo n a ln y , k au z a ln y , k a te g o ria ln y  lub 
ko n cep tu aln y ).

3. W szelk ie (n iem eta fo ry czn e) k o n te k s ty  i d e ry w aty  w y raże n ia  „ ro z u m ie ć ”  d a d z ą  się 
spa ra frazo w ać  za  p o m o c ą  w p ro w ad z o n y ch  ro z różn ień .

4. R óżn ice  z d a ń  w sp raw ie  ro zum ien ia  a lb o  b io rą  się z  p o m iesza n ia  zn a cz eń , a lb o  są 
em pirycznie lestow alnc .

P rze d sta w io n e h ip o tezy  p o zw ala ją  u su n ąć  n iep o ro z u m ie n ia , d o ty cz ące  ko le jno : a rg u m e n tó w  
relacji ro z u m ie n ia , k a teg o rii sem an tycznej „ ro z u m ie n ia ” , relacji m iędzy  p o szczegó lnym i po jęc iam i 
„ro zu m ien ia”  o ra z  m iędzy  ro zu m ien iem  a innym i fu n k c jam i m en ta ln y m i, w a ru n k a m i p o p ra w n o śc i 
definicji „ ro zu m ien ia  k o n c e p tu a ln e g o ” , na k on iec  k ry te r ió w  k o m p eten c ji językow ej.


