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Abstract

How and why is vague language (e.g. ‘many’, ‘a bit’) used? We ex-
plore these questions by investigating the use of vague language as a communicative
strategy in Chinese business negotiations. Three elements set this study apart from
previous studies: 1) using naturally occurring data; 2) exploring the data from
multiple perspectives (lexical, syntactic, sequential, and pragmatic); and 3)
including social, cultural factors as relevant parameters in the analysis of vague
language. This research finds that vague expressions should be as conventional and
effective as non-vague expressions, if not more so. Very often, they are preferable
to non-vague expressions because of their greater efficiency and relevance. While
vague language is used for a combination of practical and interpersonal purposes,
its priority is practical. The ways in which it is mobilized are, to a lesser or greater
degree, influenced by the social factors of age, distance, and gender. This is one
of the first attempts to study vague language in real-life Chinese business negotia-
tions, and provides insights into vagueness in Chinese language and its implica-
tions for effective communication. The findings add an important dimension to the
study of vague language and communication in general. This book is a useful re-
source for academics and postgraduate students engaged in linguistics, language
studies, communication and intercultural research; educators and practitioners in-
volved in language teaching, intercultural education, professional training of com-

munication; and general readers who are interested in languages and communica-

tion.
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Transcription conventions

(0.5) The number in brackets indicates a time gap of five seconds.

(.) This indicates untimed pause, which is noticeable but too
short to measure.

= This indicates latching between utterances.

(overlap) This indicates overlapping utterances, no gap between lines.

(indistinct)  This indicates inaudible.

(7) This indicates that the preceding word is unclear.
(laugh) This indicates a laugh sound.
[-) This indicates a section of the extract is left out.

Note: The transcription of Chinese uses pinyin. It uses the original tone of the
Chinese character, tone sandhi is not shown. For example, it shows yixia (—TF,

“a little in scale, scope or capability” ), rather than yixia.



List of abbreviations

VL. vague language
VE: vague expression
A+ older age

A-: younger age

F. female

M: male

D-. friends

D =: acquaintances

D + : strangers
N: negotiations

S: speakers
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Chapter 1 Introduction

1.1 Motivation for the study

Popper (1992, p.24) points out that ‘ One should never try to be more pre-
cise than the problem situation demands.’ Similarly, Jucker, Smith, and Liidge
state, ‘When we speak or write, we are rarely very clear, precise, or explicit
about what we mean—and perhaps could not be—but are, on the contrary, vague,
indirect, and unclear about just what we are committed to. > (2003, p.1738)

We define a vague expression ( VE) as a linguistic unit without a clear-cut
meaning boundary; and vague language (VL) as language which has an inher-
ently unspecified or underspecified meaning in the context in which it occurs, and
which can be used as a communicative strategy. (Zhang 1998, Cheng and War-
ren 2003, Ruzaite 2007) VL consists of inexplicit expressions used strategically,
exemplified by didnr/yididanr ( 55 )L/— )L “alittle’ ), kénéng (A]HE * possi-
bly’ ), dayue (K#j ‘about’ ), héndus (1RZ ‘many’), and jingchdng (%4
% ‘often’ ), etc. It should not be confused with ‘ misused’ language: on the
contrary, it is an integral part of the language and indispensable in communica-
tion.

Traditionally, vagueness in language use is considered undesirable. The per-
ception of vagueness as a negative feature of language is mainly based on the essen-
tialist attitude to meaning ( Plato 1914, Aristotle 1946, 1963 ). However, this
‘tradition conflicts with the fact that VL is used pervasively. Rather than being un-
desirable, it is regularly employed, and is regarded as an effective means of com-
munication. Channell, one of the earliest researchers to investigate vagueness sys-

tematically based on English data, states that ‘a complete theory of language must
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have vagueness as an integral component’ (1994, p.5), suggesting that the un-
derstanding of VL use is of significance. Using an empirical approach, Jucker et
al. (2003, p.1737) demonstrate that ‘ vague expressions may be more effective
than precise ones in conveying the intended meaning of an utterance. ’

Chinese has long been perceived as being an inscrutable language with indi-
rect ways of communicating. Wu (1999), Chen and Wu (2002), and Zhang
(1998, 2004a, 2005), among others, have investigated the phenomenon of
vagueness in Mandarin Chinese. They stress that VL is part of our normal everyday
language, and is as important as, if not more important than, so-called non-VL.
Although VL is an indispensable part of language, it has been ignored for quite a
long time. In particular, few previous works have focused on the use of VL in real-
life Chinese business negotiations. We intend to fill this gap, providing insights in-
to vagueness in Chinese language and developing an account of effective communi-
cation in Chinese business discourse.

China has a long history of civilization, and its language is full of cultural el-
ements and traits. China’s rich and profound socio-cultural influence contributes to
the intricacy of its language. It would be intriguing to see how social and cultural
factors impact on VL’s linguistic representations and pragmatic use in Chinese busi-
ness negotiations, which are practical as well as deeply culture-influenced. China
is fast becoming one of the most important powerhouses in the world. To establish
and maintain a good business relationship with the Chinese requires well-informed
and effective communication strategies. The Chinese people are very culture-root-
ed, which has great influence on their communication behaviors, so awareness of
communication strategies and their cultural roots is crucial in business negotiations
if mutual understanding and good business deals are to be achieved. We intend to
explore linguistic patterns from the perspective of VL use, to enhance the under-
standing of Chinese business culture and to promote communication with Chinese
business people in effective and efficient ways. The findings will also add an impor-
tant dimension to the study of VL and have implications for the exploration of effec-

tive communication in general.
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1.2 Purpose of the study

The research question of this study is how VL is employed strategically in nat-
urally occurring Chinese business negotiations. It is addressed by the following four
objectives

(1) identifying the lexical and syntactic patterns of VL used in Chinese busi-
ness negotiations, including their forms and frequencies,

(2) investigating the pragmatic functions of VL and the underpinning socio-
cultural factors for the use of VL,

(3) exploring the negotiators’ interactive moves using sequential analysis,

(4) speculating on the implications of the findings on the study of Chinese
business communication and communication in general.

The four objectives are interlinked and dependent on each other. The first one
lays a foundation for the other three, and the second and the third both look at VL
through an interactive approach. The last objective will be addressed after the first
three are dealt with. The achievement of the four objectives will explicate how and
why the Chinese use VL as communicative strategies in their business negotiations,
the relevant socio-cultural factors involved, and the effectiveness of these commu-
nicative strategies.

What distinguishes this research from previous studies on vagueness is that we
explore sequential flow and the accomplishment of effective interaction using VEs,
among others. We adopt an interactional framework, i. e. exploring VEs by stud-
ying their roles in sequential organization (unfolding interaction), in addition to
applying lexical and syntactical analysis. A comprehensive analysis of sequential
organization in this study reveals more than isolated utterances can, in terms of the
negotiating efforts of the speaker and the hearer, and linguistic patterns under-

pinned by socio-cultural factors.



