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ON THE RELATIONAL NATURE
OF UNDERSTANDING

Based on the assumption thatderstanding is a goal-directed abstract movement
the paper argues thalhe process of understanding shares some deidii@acteristics:
it is relative to a reference point, the so-callel@ictic centre. We claim that
understanding is projected at and determined byintersection of the spatiotemporal,
social and axiological dimensions which have asrtheference points the truth, the
participants of the communication process, as welithe generally accepted norms
and standards.
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The study of understanding has recently becomestibgect of research for
many disciplines, such as philosophy, epistemolggy,chology, neurology and
linguistics. Researching understanding in the lightcognitive linguistics may
shed some light on the problem since the obsenatitade and conclusions drawn
may provide insights into the structure of the hamand as well as illustrate the
ways human cognition undergoes embodiment. Theogibpn thatcognition is
embodiedpresents one of the most tenable hypotheses irtdfsitive science
nowadays and offers new perspectives on conceptugliknowledge through
mind-body relations.

This research is an attempt to show the pecudiardf metaphorical mapping
from the source domain of physical spatial orieatabnto the target domain of
understanding. The paper aims to reveal the metmghmature of the process of
understanding and detect the key cognitive modalsmderstanding on the basis of
the following English verbs: vision verl{see, view, read, envision, make out,
discern) tactile verbscomprehend, apprehend, grasp, seize, catch, &dezpt,
assume, presume, perceiva)ovement verbgempathizefathom, bottom, reach,
penetrate, digdraw, get, follow).

The present study views understanding from thepeets/e of the creative
power of metaphor: it implies that linguistic repeatation of the process of
understanding is regarded in terms of metaphogcadtivity. The research is
methodologically backed up by componential and extnial analyses based on an
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extensive use of relevant explanatotyctionaries and numerous contextual
examples driven from the British National CorpusN@® and the Corpus of
Contemporary American English (COCA).

In our earlier works understanding is metaphorjcdiéfined as an abstract
mental movement in the virtual space: the compor@ntmovement which
indicates concrete spatial relations makes up thre content of the semantic
structure of verbs of understanding. Understandasg well as the level of
understanding are measured by the trajectory bettreepoint of origin (the place
where movement originates from) and the final p@iné goal of the movement),
that is, by the proximity to the TRUTH as the findgstination of the mental
movement, the latter being the deictic centre ef wWihole metaphorical process.
The closer the agent is to the TRUTH, the deep#radevel of understanding, in
the sense that we gain a more complete and fuknstehding of the phenomenon,
event, idea, etcbpquljjut, Unjuhujwi, 2016/.

In our studymovement is reconsidered and viewed in its widesses, from a
broader perspective, presupposing any kind diahge of statewhich may
indicate any kind of move, including understandii@. put it in metaphorical
terms any “change of state” is considered as a kinchovement, accordingly
understanding is regarded as a kind of move irstage of mind /see Yerznkyan,
2018: 16/. Since movement, space, place and rngjativake up the core of the
semantic structure of the verbs of understandhig,enables us taew this mental
process from the perspective of deixis. Thus, oarkimg hypothesis could be
formulated as followsunderstanding is deictias the pragmasemantic category of
deixis mostly relies on the central concept of trelky. We think that such an
approach can gain ground in this research as miges to better capture how
understanding as the mental process by which krmigelds acquired through
perception and reasoning is unfolding.

As mentioned above, fair and proper understandinglies a movement
towards the truth serving as a deictic centre. ldemmst of the dictionaries define
understanding agetting closer to the truthThe same observation is made in
regard to the contextual uses of the verbs undelystConsider some contexts to
illustrate this pointpenetrate to the truth, reach out towards truthy @r truth,
see the truth, perceive the truth, digest the trgtt to the truth, get at the truth,
get the truth, get closer to the truth, get as nir truth as possibI8BNC/. The
contextual uses come to support the claim thattthdh is the final goal of
understanding; understanding can be defined as amenbvement aimed at
uncovering, revealing the truth in the spatioterapdimension.

The study of the empirical data shows that diffeneerbs of understanding
actualize various degrees of understanding and reiogty vary in their
pragmasemantic potential. Consider the werempathize.
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Empathy is a rather complex notion and the lengitsalefinition reflects the
sophisticated nature of this procetige action of understanding, being aware of,
being sensitive to, and vicariously experiencing thieelings, thoughts and
experienceof another of either the past or present without having thelihgs,
thoughts, and experience fully communicated in bjeatively explicit manner.
The verbto empathizalenoting the notion of empathy is definedeagage in or
feel empathy; understand and share tteelings of another feel or experience
empathy; understanikdow someone feelgecause you can imagine what it is like to
be them; have the sanfieelings as another persorbe able to understandow
someone else feelbave thefeeling or understanding ofvhat another person is
thinking or feeling, undergo orfeel empathy with another or othersinderstand
or relate to someone else’s emotional experielCEALD, ODE, AHDEL, MED,
MWCD, CACD, WNWCD/ These definitions imply that the abstract domdin o
empathizing undergoes a kind of embodiment by me#arsstrong appeal to the
emotions and feelings of the other person. Con&xéualysis shows that the
embodiment is further strengthened when the alisttamain of empathizing
derives from the physical concrete abilities ofioss and tactile perception:
empathizing iseeing through our eyes, feeling with our fingert(POCA/.

In this regard empathy entails the deepest formunfian understanding: our
statistical analysis shows that understanding &8 @f realization probability
when expressed by the vexd empathizeln order to determine the trajectory and
the “limits” of the abstract mental movement weled into the verb’s colloc-
ability with various adverbsempathizecompletely, deeply, fully, totally, truly,
emotionally, strongly, genuinely, really, definitel too much, more, better
/COCA/. The further analysis of the verb shows thate frequently it collocates
with nouns denoting (a) human beings, (b) feeliagd emotions, indicating that
this specific type of understanding is directedamig the interlocutor, that is to say,
understanding is “approaching” the feelings andtemse of the object of empathy.

Contextual markers introduced above imply that ustdaeding is correlated
with two reference points: the truth, on the onachand the interlocutor, on the
other. Thus two cognitive metaphors UNDERSTANDIN& MOVEMENT TO-
WARDS THE TRUTH and UNDERSTANDING IS MOVEMENT TOWABRS
THE INTERLOCUTOR are being disclosed. It becomeasdent that understanding
and accordingly the close—distant dichotomy ardiesqed differently in the given
metaphors claiming that the truth and the intetioclare placed in different
dimensions. That is why we can assert that the ah@nbcess under discussion is
directly related to the (1) spatiotemporal ands@ial dimensions

We will proceed with the discussion of understagdiom the interlocutor’s
angle, namely from the perspective of social refegi As known, one of the main
functions of language is that of communication, #mel overall objective of any
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type of communication is understanding. Understagas a dialogical process, it
is directed to at least one interlocutor and ingslvboth parties of the
communication, with at least two interacting ageftsput it into M. M. Bakhtin’s
words, “...understanding presupposes two individagisciencescp3nanue), two
subjects; understanding is always dialogicBlixfrun, 1995: 78/.

The analysis of the language material shows thdenstanding is a social
phenomenon of human-centred and human-orientedenata the examples below
suggest understanding is an interaction betweee's own selfand others:
empathize with others, empathizeth what ‘the othef felt, empathizewith the
other side empathizewith outsider groups,understandother people’s actions in
terms of ouown movements and goalde-empathizevith themYCOCA/.

The claim that understanding is dialogic assumexd tie deal with the
dichotomy of one’s own self and others revealing EGO-ALTER correlation
which in its turn entails close—distant interactaomd presumes thanderstanding
indicates close location to one’s own self, wimntg understandingmplies distant
location from one’s own self.

The interaction between one’s own self and othadted place through mental
movement implying conceptual metaphoric mappingnfrthe concrete source
domain of physical motion onto the abstract tadgehain of empathizing.

To take a broader view on this argument let us tormuthentic language
material:

Empathy means both understanding others on their own texnadbringing
them within the orbit of one’s own experiedlCOCA/.

... Biden tried teempathizewith struggling parents, and he probabiyent a
little too far /COCA/.

the best leaders know how tempathize and make themselves
approachableo those who need attentiGt@OCA/.

Trueempathyrequires that yostep outsidesour own emotions to view things
entirely from the perspective of the other per&o@CA/.

Empathyis the ability tostep outsideof your own bubble and into the bubbles
of other peopléCOCA/.

If youempathizewith someone, you can bearm’s length/COCA/.

As these excerpts suggest, empathy is bringing selees together. It is
making the two selves “approachable” through a kihdhetaphorical movement,
even if the selves “are situated on different atbifs a result, they share the orbit,
approach each other and “happen to meet” in the daocation. The conception of
understanding in terms of a dialogue indicateseqdéfinite deictic relations. To
continue this point of argument, the cledistant dichotomy covers such concepts
asmovement, space, plaaedrelativity which make the basis of deictic perception
of the process of understanding.
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When account is taken of the social dimension tékational value of
understanding acquires a greater importance inctmgext of the attitudinal
approach. This socio-relational component consstuine of the principal axes of
understanding: it is determined by the attitudetlod speaker (the agent of
understanding) towards the interlocutor or the asitsn in question. Being
attitudinal by definition understanding is regardexs the metaphorical
location/position of the agent in the social dimiens We refer to such kind of
metaphorical creativity asneta-metaphorsince understanding here undergoes
double metaphorization

Thus, understanding is not only shaped by the alirtlistance the agent of
understanding covers in the abstract spatiotempesdity, it is also framed by the
social distance, that is, by the attitude, implyihg relations between interlocutors.
The termsocial distanceis used as an umbrella term to refer to both chose
remote distance between interlocutors, highlightthgt understanding can be
regarded in the light of proximal—distal dichotorapd may undergo a double
metaphorization process. We deal with primary mwbaigation of the notion of
movement when verbs of movement are used metapligrico denote
understanding. The notion of movement undergoesnskecy metaphorization
when explicating positive or negative attitude. Tl why the attitude of the
speaker is metaphorically defined as his/her looain the abstract space of the
social dimension. Consider the following examples:

Don’t get me wrongl’m not saying everything is right about/BNC/.

Don’t get me wrong-1'm very fond of them both /BNC/.

In these sentences understanding realizes defatitedinal meaning. The
illocutionary force of the utterances consists iarming and justification of the
speaker’'s attitude; it can be regarded as an ictdeecuse or display of courtesy.
The speaker cooperates with the interlocutor sitihee interlocutor’'s opinion,
proper and adequate understanding and interpnetafiovhat s/he has said are
important for the speaker. The speaker expressésehiattitude both towards the
information communicated and the interlocutor, asllvas expects a positive
feedback from the latter.

Thus, the two parties of the communication act famncertain attitude
(towards each other, the message conveyed andhble wituation) which, in its
turn, after all ensures understanding. On the whtie attitude will be the
reflection of the social distance between the latertors (the participants of the
communication act).

So, by positioning one’s attitude on the negatiwsifive scale the agent
specifies his/her understanding. Positive attitudwlies that the agent of
understanding is at a short distance from the lotetor (deictic centre), while
negative attitude entails that the agent of théoads located far away from the
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deictic centre. This means that the two partiehefcommunication have either a
close or a remote location in relation to one aeothFor this kind of
metaphorization process we suggest the taeta-understandingvhich refers to
the understanding of someone’s conception of tluatsdn. By describing attitude
as the metaphorical location of the agent in viragxial reality, we identify the
length of the social distance between the intettwsu Understanding depends on
this distance: the closer the social distance, there complete and full
understanding is. We termed this type of metaphbdreativitymeta-metaphoto
indicate the multilevel nature of the figurativet@atial of understanding.

As was mentioned, above understanding can be cenlséis a marker of loyal
attitude towards the interlocutor, this loyal aiti¢ indicates how social distance is
actualized in terms of social closeness.

Empathy is closely associated with ethical and moratues. Being
empathetic is being polite, while being impoliteigay) shows lack of empathy as
indicated in the examples below:

The outward expression empathyis courtesy/COCA/.

The opposite adingeris not calmness, itempathy/COCA/.

Thus, by social distance we mean the emotional @sgichological
relationship between people to indicate that uridadsng is being emotionally and
psychologically closer to the interlocutor: via eatipzing interlocutors better
understand each other’s feelings and experienbey, become closer psycho-
logically.

This is the reason why the social distance is lsshbrter between partners,
family members, friends, that is to say, among ¢hagho have positive attitude
towards one another. Hence, not surprisingly mutnalerstanding is the essential
characteristic of love and friendship, as the tgttgint out relations of affinity and
harmony between people, while misunderstandingi@sghat interlocutors are at
some considerable distance from one another:

Love is that enviable state that knows no envy or yarhly empathyand
longing to be greater that ones@BOCA/.

One challenge, Dwyer and others said, is that alesti singles can struggle to
find close friendswhoempathizewith their situatiofCOCA/.

Here we should infer thatot empathizing with someone is being at some
distance or being far away from the interlocuté€OCA/.

This time around, while émpathizedwith the crestfallen Fenway faithful, |
felta long way away fronthose die-hard fansCOCA/.

Following this point of argument, we claim that thsychological distance
between interlocutors reduces whenever one of thesito connect with the other
party. Drawing on the authentic language matetiected from the corpuses we
can conclude that empathy is structured through ¢ognitive metaphor
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understanding is making connectionshe can never trulgonnector empathize
with anyone, which frustrated any effotts empathizeor connect improve the
ability to empathizeandconnect socially COCA/. This intersubjective connection
ensures intersubjective understanding.

The further analysis of language data shows thathdogical and emotional
closeness is measured by “being in other's shoBstting yourself in other
person’s shoes is a marker of connectiput yourself in the shoes of the other
personandempathizewith whatthey are going throughcapacity toempathizeor
to put oneself in customer’s shogsvalk in someone else’'s shoemd really
empathize empathizeand put oneself in other peoples’ shod€OCA/. The
collected data once again evinces that the higbdyract notion of understanding is
embodied on the basis of the concrete notions ofement and tactile perception.
Thus, metaphoricainovement towards the interlocutor, making connestiwith
the emotionsnd feelings of the interlocut@ndbeing in his/her shoesssures us
that the participants of the communication act hesldeved mutual understanding
as they were located close to one another.

At this point it is worth turning to the third dimsion of the process of
understanding, where the horizontal clafistant dichotomy is specified by a
vertical opposition and comprises another dichotomiyh its deep-surface
distinction, thus showing that understanding isaoiged on the basis of
orientational metaphor toainderstanding is deefdownward orientation)not
understanding is surfacéupward orientation) If understanding is deege.g.
empathize more deeply, penetrate the depth, dig ded then dig deeper, reach
deep within us, fathom the depth of human stupiiiytom the depth of love, see
its deeper meaning, read it in depth, view at apdedevel/BNC/), then the truth
has an in-depth location and is somewhat hiddes:iit the dark, obscured, secret
or concealed. This component of obscurity is cleabdserved in the dictionary
definitions of verbs of understanding as wekknetrate — see through, perceive,
understand (something hidden or complicatdsttom — discover the real but
sometimes hidden reason that something exists mpemes dig — bring to light or
out of hiding see — discover or realize a usually obscured trtghd — perceive or
deduce a meaning that is hidden or implied ratheant being openly stated
/IWEDT, CACD, MWCD, RHWUD!/.

Reconsideration and reassessment of the oriersatimetaphor UNDER-
STANDING IS DEEP makes it possible to define théoroof depth in relation to
some psychological zero point not necessarily ¢ding with the truth. In such
cases the deictic centre is designated by the carynamcepted norm or the so-
called “normal state of being” /Yerznkyan, 2018/.18bove thisnorm we deal
with surface understanding, whereas below it weehav deeper level of
understanding. It follows that the depth/level afdarstanding (or any other

47



OoSur L62NhLGre AUMACUSNR3L Y NPNSNRU 2021, 2 (31)

subjective evaluation of this cognitive process)yrba defined on the basis of a
metaphorical scale, inherent in people’s cognitisrshown in Figure 1 below. This
indicates how understanding “behaves” in the axgjiclal dimension.
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surface understanding
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Figure 1. Norm as a deictic centre of the understating process

norm as a zero reference point

&
Y

deep understanding

Understanding is also determined by the intensify egaluations and
emotions: it requires evaluation of the communidai@formation and is
emotionally coloured. Taking into account the feEt we deal with positive and
negative evaluations as well as positive and negaimotions, we can claim that
the information to be perceived is placed on amlagical scale. Understanding
takes place whenever this kind of relative positignis being realized. The
categories of evaluation and emotion correlate wittertain reference point, the
relatively objective norm, as accepted in the comityuor culture. Thus, the
deictic nature of understanding addressed in gie 6f axiology may contribute to
the further development of the theory of indexiyadind metaphorical creativity.

To illustrate the above mentioned thesis here aneesnegative and positive
evaluations: view as attractive view as dismal accept that something is
anomalous accept that something isirtificial, conceive brilliantly, draw
exaggeratedconclusiongdBNC/. Consider some negative and positive emotions as
well: view moresympathetically view with considerablanger, view withmuch
interest, satisfactionview with greatdisdain, with alarm/BNC/. The analysis of
the dictionary definitions also reveals a serietdfcators(worry, dread anxiety
fear, uncertainty,something unpleasant or undesired, unpleasant tiondi
impatient, angry, not venhappy, annoyed, unwillingness, vague affirmation,
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assent,reluctant) validating that sensitivity (evaluation and emajias directly
associated with understanding, hence, it is beffiigred that sensitivity is deeply
rooted in the process of understanding /AHDEL, MW@DE, MED, CCALD,
CALD, FDI, AHDI/.

The collected lexicographical and corpora data shthat verbs of
understanding, being explicitly based on the sdnpaeceptions of vision and
tactility, undergo further metaphorical extensionl dend to explicate evaluative-
emotive understanding. It is observed that evalnatand emotions as markers of
understanding ensure the realization of the cognitirocess. On the whole, we
deal with sensual perception—understanding—sensitivitgseparable unity.
Understanding is preconditioned by sensual pemeptwhile sensitivity is a
marker of understanding; in their turn both senqeateption and sensitivity in
fact have bodily basis which once again confirnat timderstanding is embodied.
It should be also noted that the degree of undwisig is measured not only by the
length/depth of the mental movement trajectory bl#go by the intensity of
sensitivity (evaluation, emotion) measured by ltseness/remoteness to/from the
negative or the positive poles of the scale wifierence to the social and cultural
norm, that is to say, in accordance with the stahded beliefs, practices and
behavioural rules of a certain social group.

In conclusion, it should be noted that the abstdmrhain of understanding
undergoes embodiment mostly relying on the notiomavement, the latter being
reconsidered in the present paper from a wider pgetive. The traditional
framework of deixis is expanded in terms of metajghand meta-metaphoric
conception of movement. Hence, the deicticalitymdierstanding is grounded by a
complex series of arguments. Accordingly, the retetl nature of the process of
understanding is projected on three intersectidirakensions: the spatiotemporal
dimension, the social dimension and the axiologiadimension. The
multidimensional approach to the issue under stlidls the communicative
function of understanding to the social interactiooultural beliefs and norms,
intersubjective evaluations and emotions. The categ of movement, relativity,
deixis, metaphor, attitude and sensitivity prove he interdependent and
intertwined in the realm of understanding. The gtud the metaphorization
process of understanding is one more attempt tdiroorthat the embodied
cognition is a pervasive phenomenon in the humanad mi
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t.6MPRLUL3UL, T.UNYUPU3UL - <wulwgdwt hwpwpbpulwi
punyph dwupt. - Unyu hnnwdp thnpd £ hwuwgdwu gnpdpupwgp hbnw-
gnutiint dwuwshnwywu thnfuwpbpnypjwu nhnwuyniuhg: Npwbiu thnfuwpb-
pwlwu Jduwynp 2wpdnud’ hwulwgnup puunyguu £ wnuynd gnigwjunt-
Rjwu |nyuph ubtippn: <wulwgnwd wpwnwhwjnnn pwitiph hdwunwgnpdwpw-
twywu ubipnidh nwnwuwuphpnyeniuhg hGnund £, np pwjtipht hwunny £
gnignud npluk Gluybnp' gnigwjunigyuu Yeunpnup: Lequlwu ujnyeh bpint-
onipjwu dhongny gnyg b wpynwd, np hwulwgdwu gnpdpupwgp wbnh &
niutunud lnmwpwdwdwdwuwlwjht, unghwjwywu b wpdtipwuwlwu hwpent-
pintuutiph  hwwdwu  wpryntupnwd:  Bodwpunieintup,  hwnnpnwygniejwu
dwutwyhgutipp b hwupwjunpbt punniujwd unpdp, hwdwwwwnwufuwuw-
pwp, Sdwnwjnwd U npwbiu hwulwgdwu gnpdpupwgh gnigwjunyjwu Y&u-
wnpnuubp upwd hwppnyeniuubpney:

Pwbwip pwnbp. hwulwgnud, swpdnwd, gnigwjunieinit, gnigwjuntejw
ytuwnpnu, Gwuwsnnuywu thnfuwpbipnyenit, dbww-thnfuwpbpnieiniu, un-
ghwwywu htnwynpnipe)niu, yepwpbipdniup, hnyq b quwhwwunnid, unpd

E. EP3UHKSH, 1. MOBCECSH — O penayuonnoi npupode nonumanus. —
CraTbs NOCBSIIIEHA U3YYCHHUIO TIPOLIECCA TOHUMAHHUSI B CBETE KOTHUTUBHON METa(OpEL.
[Nonnmanue paccMmaTpuBaeTCs 4yepe3 MpHU3My MeTadOpHYECKOTO CTPYKTYPHPOBAHUS
IOBIDKCHHS. AHAIH3 S3BIKOBOIO MAaTe€pHaia BBLIBISET NCHKTUYHOCTh MOHHUMAHUS.
UCCIIEyeMbId KOTHUTUBHBIA MPOLIECC UMEET MECTO OTHOCUTENILHO HEKOTOPOW TOUKU
oTcuéra — LEHTpa JEUKTHYECKOW OpHeHTaluu. Pe3ynbTaThl MCCIEOBaHUS TMOKAa3bl-
BAlOT, YTO IOHMMAaHHE MPOCHUPYETCS uUepe3 IIEpeceueHrne MPOCTPAHCTBEHHO-
BPEMEHHOI0, COIIMAJIBHOIO U aKCHOJIOTHYECKOro u3MepeHuii. CieaoBaTenbHO, HCTHHA,
YYaCTHUKM KOMMYHHUKAllMM M OOLICTIPUHATAs HOPMA, COOTBETCTBEHHO, SIBISIOTCS
JEUKTUYECKUMH [IEHTPaMH MPOIIecca MOHUMAaHUS B yKa3aHHBIX U3MEPCHHUSX.
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KOTHUTUBHas MeTtadopa, Mera-meradopa, colmanbHas JUCTAHIMs, OTHOIIEHHE,
SMOITUH U OIIEHKa, HOpMa
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