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Abstract: With the language researches going advanced, the shortcomings of cognitive linguistics (CL) 

have gradually emerged. Based on this, Chinese scholar Wang Yin combined theories of language 

philosophy, cognitive linguistics, etc. to construct Embodied-Cognitive Linguistics (ECL). He revised 

and localized the foreign Conceptual Blending Theory (CBT) to the theory of Embodied-Cognitive 

Blending (ECB). The ECB has a batter interpretation. It explains language-related problems from the 

perspective of the processing and blending of “body experience” and “cognition”, which is quite helpful 

to the research in the fields of Chinese and foreign literature interpretation, cognitive construction 

analysis, cognitive construal process, syntactic and pragmatic phenomenon research, discourse analysis, 

foreign language teaching, etc. In this paper, the author intends to analyze pragmatic failure in cross-

cultural communication from the perspective of the ECB, then draws implications to foreign language 

teaching based on the ECB to help foreign language learners reduce pragmatic failures in cross-cultural 

communication. 
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1. Introduction 

In recent years, with the continuous development of Cognitive Linguistics (CL), more and more 

scholars begin to pay attention to the field of CL. Chinese scholar Wang Yin developed “Embodied-

Cognitive Linguistics” (ECL) based on the theoretical foundation of CL and used ECL to revise the 

Conceptual Blending Theory (CBT) to be “Embodied-Cognitive Conceptual Blending” (ECB). This 

theory helps to conduct cognitive analysis of various phenomena in language learning and use, providing 

theoretical guidance for researches of language. 

In the field of second language acquisition, second language learners will inevitably produce 

pragmatic errors in the process of cross-cultural communication due to a lack of knowledge of the target 

language, cultural differences, etc., which can lead to difficulties and failures in communication between 

both listeners and speakers. In order to assist foreign language teachers in reducing cross-cultural 

pragmatic failures in communication, this article intends to figure out the cognitive reasons of cross-

cultural pragmatic failures among second language learners from the perspective of Professor Wang Yin’s 

ECB and discuss how to help students reduce cross-cultural pragmatic failures in foreign language 

teaching based on ECB. 

2. Where does ECB come from? 

The ECB is developed by using ECL to revise and integrate the theory of CBT. It is a theory based 

on CL. Any scientific research and development are based on a certain theoretical foundation. The 

development of the CBT depends on its philosophical and linguistic foundations. 

“Philosophy is the cradle of linguistics” [1]. “Philosophy is the leader of all disciplines. Any small 

changes in philosophy will affect all disciplines”[2]. The development of linguistics relies on philosophy. 

Western philosophy has always been occupied by empiricism. It had a significant impact on the 

development of other disciplines [3]. Lakoff and Johnson proposed the theory of “experiential 

philosophy”[4]. The core of this theory lies in the experiential nature of the mind, the unconscious nature 

of cognition, and the metaphorical nature of thinking[5], which has also become the philosophical 

theoretical foundation of cognitive linguistics. 
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For a long time, influenced by Western rationalism, linguistic researches have mostly focused on 

formal studies such as structural representation and coding combinations. The traditional school believed 

that sentences are sequences of words. Then, structuralism linguistics was born. It regarded language as 

a closed structural system. But structuralism linguistics itself has some defects. In order to solve such 

problems, Chomsky proposed Transformative Generative Grammar based on structuralism grammar. 

Later, Cognitive Linguistics (CL) developed. CL believed that language is not an autonomous system 

that must be characterized according to the specific process of mental cognition. It criticized Chomsky’s 

syntactic autonomy and “linguistic innate theory”, emphasizing the close connection of language 

components such as syntax, semantics, and vocabulary, and attempting to establish a more 

psychologically realistic linguistic system from the perspective of human cognition. But CL also has its 

limitations. For example, CL presupposes that language exists before comprehension, which conflicts 

with the assumption that language originates from usage, etc. [6]. 

Based on the theoretical basis of “experiential philosophy” and the shortcomings of CL, Chinese 

scholar Wang Yin revise CL to Embodied-Cognitive Linguistics (ECL), whose core principle is “reality-

cognition-language” [7]. This core principle highlights the foundational nature of “experience”, pointing 

out that language is based on “body experience” (reality - the interaction and experience between humans 

and the world) and processed through “cognition” (cognition - the cognitive processing of humans). 

“Body experience” is more inclined to the objectivity of language and criticizes Chomsky’s TG theory; 

“cognition” strongly criticizes the viewpoint that language is a true reflection of the external world, 

reflecting human subjectivity and differences[7]. 

After Lakoff and Johnson, Fauconnier and Turner proposed the Conceptual Blending Theory (CPT). 

In this theory, conceptual blending is the core of CBT, which is a cognitive operation similar to analogy, 

categorization etc. It is dynamic (the theoretical model is shown in the figure 1 below) [8]. In human 

cognition, there are three major psychological spaces: Input Space, Generic Space, and Blend Space [9]. 

The generic space contains the common attributes of input and has the function of categorization. The 

entire input space layer consists of two input spaces - Input Space 1 and Input Space 2. The 

correspondence between generic space and input space arises from shared information. The information 

in the input space will be “blended” or “mapped” to the integration space for conceptual integration under 

the role of categorization. However, the 'mapping' process is selective. An important point of this theory 

is that an Emergent Structure (a square in the integrated space shown in the figure) is generated in the 

blend space, which "emerges" during the process of conceptual integration [8]. Throughout the entire 

process, conceptual integration involves three operations: composition, completion, and elaboration. 

Combination refers to the projection of information from the input space into the blend space, 

improvement refers to the mutual matching of information, and expansion involves semantic recreation, 

which further deepens the process of improvement. 

 

Figure 1 The Model of Conceptual Blending Theory 

The CBT promoted the development of CL and cognitive science[10]. However, Chinese scholar Wang 

Yin thought that the CBT is not that perfect. In fact, the CBT does not clarify where the input and the 

concept come from. Based on this, Wang Yin, based on the core principle of ELC, proposed a revision 

of the CBT - changing the “generic space” in CBT to "five senses perception and categorization". The 

two input spaces were modified as “embodied space” and “cognition space”. The principle of 

categorization was added to the generic space to establish an integrated relationship between “embodied 

experience” and “recognition”. After the integrated operation of “embodied space” and “cognition space”, 

"emergent structure" or "innovative structure" appeared in the integrated space[7].  
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3. Cross-Cultural Pragmatic Failure under the Theory of ECB 

The proposal of the ECB can be said to provide a new perspective for understanding cross-cultural 

pragmatic failure, expanding the transfer and application of the theory. 

3.1 Cross-cultural Pragmatic Failure 

Cross-cultural pragmatic failure was proposed by Thomas [11]. Pragmatic failure refers to the inability 

of the hearer to understand the meaning of the speaker’s words. In order to understand the speaker’s 

intention, the hearer must consider both contextual and linguistic cues. The term “cross-cultural” implies 

that pragmatic failure not only occurs in interactions between native and nonnative speakers, but also in 

communication between two individuals without a common language or cultural background. Thomas 

pointed out that there are two types of pragmatic failures in communication: one is Pragmalinguistic 

Failure, which is caused by foreign language learners using the target language that does not conform to 

the language habits of native speakers or using native language expressions to express the foreign 

language [12]. There are two sources of Pragmalinguistic Failure: errors induced by teaching and 

pragmatic transfer. The former is easier to understand, while the latter can be seen as an example: 

A (British people): Are you going shopping? 

B (Chinese): Of cause. 

In Chinese, “of cause” is a positive response. But in English, “of cause” often means a negative 

response. Therefore, when B answers A’s question, his speaking habit of mother tongue will be inevitably 

transferred to the target language. Therefore, A will think that B’s response is offensive. Another is 

sociopragmatic failure, which is caused by different social and cultural factors. It is related to values. For 

example, when Chinese students communicate with foreigners, they usually ask questions that are about 

the privacy, such as salary, age, etc. There are many reasons for pragmatic failure. The author searched 

for the researches about analysis of pragmatic failure in the past 6 years on CNKI(China National 

Knowledge Infrastructure). Dubtsova explained the causes of pragmatic failures from cognitive 

perspective: communication failure may be caused by differences in the linguistic and behavioral 

knowledge structure of general principles of communication behavior among communicators[13]. Chinese 

scholars conduct research Based on the practical situation of foreign language teaching. They believed 

that the reasons for pragmatic failure include the following aspects: cultural differences, thinking patterns, 

negative transfer of mother tongue, differences in values, and other nonlinguistic 

factors[14][15][16][17][18][19][20]. From this perspective, in recent years, a large amount of Chinese scholars has 

been explored the causes of pragmatic failure around these factors. Few conducted researches based on 

cultural and linguistic categories. 

3.2 Analysis of the Causes of Cross-Cultural Pragmatic Failure Based on ECB 

From the previous description, it can be seen that CBT helps to explain various semantic and 

pragmatic phenomena, promoting the development of CL. Therefore, this paper intends to analyze the 

causes of pragmatic failures based on Professor Wang Yin’s theory of EBT proposed to revise the CBT, 

in order to expand the application of cognitive theory in pragmatics. 

In normal communication, both sides have a mechanism which can categorizes the pragmatic context. 

However, they have experienced the process of communication in reality, forming perceptual knowledge 

in the “embodied space”, and corresponding and mapping with rational knowledge in the “cognitive 

space”, and be categorized in the categorization space, and matching the pragmatic situation. At the same 

time, “embodied” experience and “cognitive” experience are integrated into the blend space, forming a 

concept for output. Then, a cognitive process of communication is completed. 

As mentioned earlier, in actual communication processes, pragmatic failure can be divided into two 

types. One is pragmalinguistic failure, which is caused by foreign language learners using the target 

language which does not conform to the language habits of native speakers or using native language 

expressions to express the foreign language. Another is sociopragmatic failure, which is caused by 

differences in social and cultural factors in the actual use of language and is related to people’s values. 

In the process of communication, learners are forced to use language habits or expressions that do not 

conform to the native language of the target language to communicate with the target language 

communicator due to the lack of corresponding rational experience in the "cognitive space" of the brain 

and the pairing of perceptual experience received in the “embodied space”, resulting in incorrect 
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conceptual integration in the blend space, leading to pragmalinguistic failures. Due to factors such as 

sociocultural differences, learners are unable to immerse themselves in the target language society and 

are unable to come into contact with the target language social group and sociocultural environment. As 

a result, learners are unable to form a perceptual understanding of the target language sociocultural 

environment. Before engaging in cross-cultural communication, learners already lack the corresponding 

“embodied” experience and are unable to integrate concepts correctly in the cognitive blend space, 

resulting in sociopragmatic failures. In addition, it is also possible that individual concepts in “embodied 

space” or “cognitive space” are not integrated and directly mapped to the blend space, or that an incorrect 

concept emerges after integration due to the insufficient amount of emotional and rational experience in 

“embodied space” and “cognitive space”, leading to pragmatic failure. 

4. How can Pragmatic Failures be Reduced in Foreign Language Teaching According to ECB? 

Language acquisition is very complex. From the perspective of ECL, language acquisition is not what 

Chomsky said. There is no so-called language acquisition device in human mind. ECL follows the 

principle of “reality-cognition-language” and stand the view of “denotational semantics”. It points out 

that under the mutual matching and integration of “embodied” experience and “cognition”, people 

establish the relationship between language and the world, through denotation, constantly imitate, and 

under the guidance of adults, from simplicity to complexity, they gradually acquire the structure and 

meaning of language, and at the same time, they may produce new sentences in the integrated space that 

they have not been exposed to[21]. Throughout the entire learning process, ECL emphasizes the principle 

of embodied-cognitive salience - that is, language learning should follow the principle of embodied-

cognitive salience and oppose mechanical learning and memorization[22]. From the perspective of CBT, 

the process of language acquisition and learning is a process of conceptual integration, involving the 

integration of psychological space. In the process of language learning, learners concretize, program, and 

visualize abstract thinking, and process it to generate new semantic structures. Learners, based on their 

own knowledge, process and integrate the information from the input space through association and 

construction, and map the input information to the blend space for conceptual integration through 

combination, improvement and expansion, creating a new structure in this process[23]. 

Professor Wang Yin, a Chinese scholar, localized the theory and, from the perspective of CL, revised 

the CBT into the ECB. Since it was born, it has been continuously developed. More and more researchers 

focus on this theory and apply it to various research fields, such as Chinese and foreign literature 

interpretation, cognitive structure analysis, cognitive construal process, grammatical and pragmatic 

phenomenon research, discourse analysis, foreign language teaching, etc. It can be seen that this theory 

has strong explanatory force and its role in foreign language teaching and pragmatic phenomenon 

analysis cannot be underestimated. Therefore, this paper will explore how to reduce pragmatic failures 

in foreign language teaching from the perspectives of “embodied experience", “cognition”, and 

“blending”, based on Professor Wang Yin’s theory of ECB. 

The “interactive perception” and “cognitive processing” of human beings towards real life not only 

determine the content of discourse, but also the way language is expressed[24]. Firstly, from the 

perspective of “embodied experience”, the needs of real life and practical experience should be 

emphasized. Teachers ought to actively explore new teaching ideas in the process of language teaching. 

By guiding students to perceive, interact and practice with the real world and experience objects or events 

in person, students can gain direct experience of the target language and target language society, thus 

enhancing learners’ understanding of the target language culture, and analyzing and learning the language 

from this perspective. Teachers should abandon the that are complex and dull teaching methods. 

Secondly, from the perspective of “cognition”, teachers should not only focus on the perceptual 

understanding of “embodied experience”, but also teaching target language knowledge to students, 

actively applying the principle of salience to let students understand the conventionality and frequency 

of the target language, finally enhancing familiarity with the use of the target language and improve 

learners’ understanding of target language metaphors, idioms, and irony [25]. In the process of language 

teaching, based on the “use-based” principle, students should be taught target language knowledge in a 

real context to enhance their language competence. 

From the perspective of “blending”, according to Fauconnier and Turner [26], the language output is 

essentially the output of conceptual blending - constructing a partial match between two input spaces, 

selectively projecting from these language inputs into a new blend space, and dynamically developing 

“emerging” structures in this process. In foreign language teaching, teachers should enhance students’ 
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categorizing ability, in short, cultivate students’ ability to find common ground from various things and 

classify them. This is crucial because in the actual communication process, if students lack categorizing 

ability, they will be difficult to sum up, sort out, match and integrate direct experience in “embodied 

space” and indirect experience in “cognitive space”, and learners’ creativity in target language learning, 

that is, language emergence (or innovation) ability will be greatly affected. This leads to pragmatic 

failures in cross-cultural communication among learners. Therefore, in foreign language teaching, for 

reducing learners’ cross-cultural pragmatic failures, teachers must focus on the process of categorization 

and enhance their conceptual integration ability. 

In summary, the process of language use is actually the creative integration of different concepts. The 

use of language should not simply involve understanding and memorizing the form and meaning through 

simple patterns. However, language instructors often ignore pragmatics and focus on the language form, 

leading to learners’ pragmatic failures. Therefore, language instructors should follow the ECB to guide 

students understand the knowledge of semantics and pragmatics while guiding students to learn language 

form and meaning, at the same time, integrate the knowledge and culture of language into the foreign 

language teaching to strengthen categorization and conceptual integration, assisting students in 

enhancing their pragmatic abilities and reducing pragmatic failures in cross-cultural communication [27]. 

5. Conclusion 

The ECB integrates CL and CBT, emphasizing the combination of direct and indirect experience in 

language learning. It not only “repairs” the shortcomings of CL in language pragmatic research, but also 

mends the deficiencies in the practical level of CBT and provides a new research perspective on 

interpreting the pragmatic failures and guiding foreign language teaching. It’s expected that the foreign 

language teachers can apply the ECB to real teaching, following the core ECL principle of “reality-

cognition-language”, and guiding students’ language learning, so that students can learn more pragmatic 

knowledge to experience and understand the target language culture when learning the form and meaning 

of the target language, and finally reducing cross-cultural pragmatic errors. In addition, it will 

undoubtedly be of great benefit to reduce cross-cultural pragmatic failures if future researches can 

explore and apply deeper theories of CL. 
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