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Preface

Students are often told that successful writing in English is ‘reader-
friendly’. It must fit together logically, be signposted to guide readers,
and take their likely responses and processing difficulties into account.
But it also needs to work for the writer too, as we communicate for a
reason. We use language to persuade, inform, entertain or perhaps just
engage an audience, and this means conveying an attitude to what we
say and to our readers. These functions are collectively known as
metadiscourse: the linguistic expressions which refer to the evolving
text and to the writer and imagined readers of that text.

The concept of metadiscourse is based on a view of writing as
social engagement. It represents the writer’s awareness of the
unfolding text as discourse: how we situate ourselves and our readers
in a text to create convincing, coherent prose in particular social
contexts. By setting out ideas in ways our interlocutors are likely to
accept, conveying an appropriate writer personality, and engaging
with them in appropriate ways, we create the social interactions
which make our texts effective. These interactional functions have
attracted increasing attention in recent years as researchers have
widened their focus beyond the ideas texts contain to the ways they
function interpersonally. It is now recognized that written texts not
only concern people, places and activities in the world, but also
acknowledge, construct and negotiate social relations. The ability of
writers to use metadiscourse effectively, to control the level of
personality in their texts by offering a credible representation of
themselves and their ideas, is coming to be seen as a defining feature
of successful writing.

For many people, metadiscourse is an intuitively attractive
concept as it seems to offer a principled way of collecting under one
heading the diverse range of linguistic devices writers use to explicitly
organize their texts, engage readers and signal their attitudes to their
material and their audience. This promise, however, has never been
fully realized. Metadiscourse remains under-theorized and empirically
vague. The failure to pin the concept down precisely has meant that it
has not achieved its explanatory potential or allowed analysts to
confidently operationalize it in real texts. This lack of theoretical
rigour and empirical explicitness has made analysis an elusive and
frustrating experience. It also, however, forms the rationale for this
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