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Preface

Vagueness is a ubiquitous phenomenon in human verbal
communication. It is often used to denote a vast multitude of
linguistic phenomena. For centuries vagueness has been a
major topic for academic investigation. Its fascination beckons
many. l.anguage can be vague in different ways, and scholars
have adopted divergent approaches to vagueness.

Although there is a considerable literature on vagueness in
the traditional sense of the word, to d;a’?é“, the topic of
pragmatic vagueness has not been seriously addressed. The
main thrust of the current book is the proposal of a new
pragmatic model, the CRAP model, which integrates four
theoretical perspectives, namely, Grice’s co-operative principle
(CP), Sperber and Wilson’s relevance theory (RT),
Verschueren’s adaptation theory ( AT ) and Brown and
Levinson’s face-based theory of politeness. Our new model
owes its genesis to, and is inspired by, these four theories of
verbal communication, which have divergent origins and
theoretical orientations. However, our model has refined and
modified its precursors and not all their characteristics have
been inherited. This new model is applied to explaining the
production and interpretation of pragmatically vague
utterances, Adopting Sperber’s (1996 ) massively modular
approach, we view the interpretation of pragmatic vagueness

as a non-linear modular process within a massively modular




mind.

This major objective is achieved on the basis of, and
subsequent to, the fulfillment of other preliminary tasks,
among which is the differentiation between pragmatic
vagueness and semantic vagueness. This distinction roughly
dovetails with the opposition between ordinary language
philosophy and ideal language philosophy. Naturally-occurring
examples attest to the fact that pragmatic vagueness is a
strategy we can adopt to our advantage. An investigation of
natural language, including vague language, ought to take
account of the pragmatic aspect, i. e. the user’s intention and
the circumstances in which it occurs.

When it comes to the taxonomy of pragmatic vagueness,
what we discover so far is often an unsystematic assortment of
linguistic phenomena, such as approximation, fuzziness,
generality, am‘g?:guity, metaphor, meiosis, irony, hyperbole,
etc. In the current book, an attempt is made to come to grips
with the vexed problem of categorizing pragmatic vagueness in
a principled way by adopting a systematic and consistent
standard. We classify pragmatic vagueness along two
dimensions; (1) the locus of vagueness; (2) the way of
generation. In this classificatory scheme, we argue that
pragmatic vagueness occurs on three levels of language use,
namely, quality, quantity and relation, categories attributed
to the German philosopher Kant, On each level, pragmatic
vagueness can be generated by either observing or flouting the

maxims of Grice’s CP.
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Chapter One

Introduction

1.1 Object of the research

QOurs is a species distinguished by its superior linguistic
ability. Language is our legacy. It is the main evolutionary
contribution of humans, and perhaps the most fascinating trait
that has emerged in the past 500 million years. Language is a
crucial part of human behaviour and a cultural}object defining
our social identity.

Verbal communication, effected through the medium of
language, is an activity specific to human beings. We partake
in it every day, with friends and with strangers, at work and
at play, in i:)ublic and in private. We communicate our
happiness, our sadness, our desires, our doubts and our
beliefs. We make requests, pay compliments, offer advice,
lodge complaints, deliver warnings, extend invitations, issue
orders and place bets.

When a proficient language user is engaged in the
complexities of these speech events, his linguistic repertoire is
fascinating and constitutes compelling topics of investigation
for linguists. An uncanny ability within this repertoire is the

use of vague expressions. Sometimes a speaker makes use of
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language straightforwardly or unequivocally, calling a spade a
spade. Often, however, the speaker beats about the bush by
opting for vague or imprecise language, with a specific purpose
in mind.

Vagueness is a ubiquitous phenomenon in human verbal
communication. It is often used to denote a vast multitude of
linguistic phenomena; in other words, language can be vague
in different ways. For example, philosophers, such as Plato,
Descartes, Hume and Russell, conceived of all linguistic
expressions as more or less vague. Their common concern was
the removal of vagueness, which, in their view, was
detrimental to understanding. In particular, Russell viewed all
colour terms, such as “red”, as vague. He (1918/1985)
remarked that “["&Jverything is vague to a degree you do not
realize till you have tried to make it precise”. On Russell’s
account, the same kind of vagueness even exists in quantitative
words such as “metre” and “temperature”. Although one of
the major characteristics of science is precision, he considers
scientific concepts such as “temperature” and “metre” vague

“temperature cannot be measured with more

on grounds that
than a certain degree of accuracy” and that “all observations
have a margin of error” (Russell, 1923)%.

Qutside the sphere of philosophy, real-life examples of

vague language are also legion. For example, when the

chairman of a teachers’ organization is inviting a person to
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join, this prospective member inquires, “ What does this
organization do?” To this inquiry, the chairman replies, “We
try to further the interests of teachers”. The inquirer may still
feel at a loss and consider the answer vague, in the “folk”
sense. To dispel the vagueness, the chairman may make an
effort to be more specific: “We try to improve conditions at
school and to raise the salaries of teachers”. While this
explication serves to clarify the objectives of the organization,
it is still too general, say, to the inquirer. “I know, vaguely,”
he might say, *what your organization does, but could you be
more specific?” The chairman may then proi;ivdre more details,
for example, the activities the organization engages in.
Obviously, conventional wisdom seems to equate vagueness
with generality.

Peirce illustrated the use of vague language with the
sentence “a man whom 1 could mention seems to be a little

conceited”. He viewed it as vague on grounds that

(1. 1) .. it reserves further determination to be made in some other
conceivable sign ... The suggestion here is that the man. in view is
the person addressed; but the utterer does not authorize such an
interpretation or any other application of what she says. She can
still say, if she likes, that she does not mean the person

addressed.

(Peirce, 1934)*

Her expression “a man whom I could mention” was considered




vague because it referred to the person addressed, by virtue of
her tone.

Vagueness is also a perennial topic in poetry. Sometimes
the language has to be simplified, which leads to vagueness.
Take the following poem submitted by 1. A. Richards to a

number of people for comment;

(1.2) What's this of death, from you who never will die?
Think you the wrist that fashioned you in clay,
The thumb that set the hollow just that way
In your full throat and lidded the long eye
So roundly from the forehead, will let die
Broken, forgotten, under foot some day
Your impeachable body, and so slay

The work he most had been remembered by?

T

| tell you this: whatever of dust to dust
Goes down, whatever of ashes may return
To its essential self in its own season
Loveliness such as yours will not be lost,
But cast in bronze upon his very urn,

Make known him Master, and for what good reason.

This vague poem elicited different responses from the people
who were asked to read and comment on it;
(1.3) The mere sense of this poem baffled an unusually large number of

readers. Of 62 who returned protocols, 17 declare themselves

‘ bewildered; 14 appear to have fathomed it — that is to say they



