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Abstract

Mutual understanding is one of the most important topics in the study
of language use; it is also one of the most perplexing. How is it that peo-
ple understand one another given the fundamentally ambiguous nature of
communication? Why do language users find conversation so effortless and
unproblematic, while theories of language use suggest thatit requires in-
ordinately complex processes and representations? I will suggest that such
paradoxes arise out of a tendency to localize processes of mutual understand-
ing in the minds of individual language users. Instead, I will suggest that the
work of mutual understanding is distributed more broadly, over individual,
interactional, and cultural levels of language use. This approach offers a new
way of understanding of the functional significance of certain psycholinguis-
tic phenomena, such as apparent failures of perspective taking in referential
communication.
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