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Foreword

Describing English Language

The Describing English Language series provides much-needed
descriptions of modern English. Analysis of extended naturally-
occurring texts, spoken and written, and, in particular, computer
processing of texts, have revealed quite unsuspected patterns of
language. Traditional descriptive frameworks are rormally not able
to account for or accommodate such phenomena, and new
approaches are required. This series aims to meet the challenge of
describing linguistic features as they are encountered in real contexts
of use in extended stretches of discourse. Accordingly, and taking
the revelations of recent research into account, each book in the
series will make appropriate reference to corpora of naturally-
occurring data.

The series will cover most areas of the continuum between theoret-
ical and applied linguistics, converging around the mid-point
suggested by the term ‘descriptive’. In this way, we believe the series
can be of maximum potential usefulness.

One principal aim of the series is to exploit the relevance to
teaching of an increased emphasis on the description of naturally-
occurring stretches of language. To this end, the books are illustrated
with frequent references to examples of language use. Contributors
to the series will consider both the substantial changes taking place
in our understanding of the English language and the inevitable effect
of such changes upon syllabus specifications, design of materials,
and choice of method.

John Sinclair, University of Birmingham
Ronald Carter, University of Nottingham
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Foreword

Vague Language

When Dr Channell first described her project to the series editors, it
was received with great enthusiasm. The art of being vague is a
neglected concern for the linguist, and yet an important part of the
armoury of every speaker and writer. But the title worried us a
little. Would the intended readership like it? “Vagueness’ has rather
negative connotations, after all. Teachers surely put great emphasis
on such virtues as clarity, precision, and care in the use of language—
how could they espouse vagueness as an object of interest in com-
munication, far less as a sometimes desirable communicative goal?
We tried something more pompous—Precision and Imprecision in
Languages—but as the work took shape we all felt growing confi-
dence in the directness of the original title. There is nothing to be
ashamed of in vague language; in fact, if people did not have access
to it their range of communication would be severely restricted.

As speakers of the ‘same’ language, people share a common code,
and a rough agreement about the meaning of the code—but it is not
always precise, except in specialized codes like mathematics and
logic, where the range of expression is very limited indeed. As Dr
Channell shows, ordinary language leaves room for people to be
vague, to avoid precision and the commitment associated with it.

The range of devices we have for being vague—many of which
are exceedingly common and instantly recognizable—is astonishing
and comes out clearly in this book. Vague Language sets new stand-
ards in the documentation of the pragmatics of language. It is a
fascinating picture of language in use.

John Sinclair
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Text data, its sources, and
presentation

Naturally-occurring text data from both spoken and written sources
is discussed in this book.

Spoken data
There are six sources, identified as follows:

[A] author’s corpus

[B] examples from the corpus of Marion Owen
[C] examples from the Bank of English

[D] examples from the British National Corpus

Naturally-occurring examples published in the work of other investi-
gations are credited to that person, with a full reference in the
bibliography.

Finally, data transcribed off-air from BBC Radio programmes is
identified by the programme name, and acknowledged in full in the
acknowledgements.

Invented data: in some places it was necessary to invent examples,
and these are marked [I].

Conventions used in the transcription of
spoken data:

A: B: stands for different speakers

(laughs) brackets enclose description of non-linguistic
communication

(.) untimed pause

[ indicates speech or vocal noise concurrent with that
above

XX



Text data, its presentation, and sources

/] encloses interjected utterance from a different
speaker

~ indecipherable speech

T marked pitch deviation, upwards/downwards

precedes emphatically-stressed syllable

[1] encloses transcriber or situational comment

— any prosodic feature heard as delineating a sense

group

I have used apostrophes in don’t, can’t, simply because it seems
upsetting to miss them out. They are however omitted where intona-
tion transcription is included, because they would interefere with
reading the intonation symbols.

Written data

In each case, written data is reproduced as it first occurred. A brief
indication of its source is given where it appears, and a full acknow-
ledgement appears in the acknowledgements.

Conventions used in the transcription of intonation

| onset of tone unit
I end of tone unit
' stressed syllable
heavy stress
: fall
rise
rise-fall
fall-rise
() untimed pause
Tl sudden pitch change for beginning of next segment
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