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Abstract

Indirectn ess strategies and mar kers have been ident ified in written discourse in ma ny lan
guages, including En gl ish . However , in Anglo-Ameri can academic writing, ex plici t points
and direc t support are expected. In the view of spec ialists and ESL instructors al ike, indire ct
ness seems to charac terize the writing of stude nts raised in Con fucian, Ta oist, and Buddh ist
soc ieties. Th e reasons that non-native speaker (NNS) second language wr iting appears vag ue
and indire ct may lie in the specif ic and conte xtual uses of indirectne ss devices in Engli sh
writing rather than in the fac t that they are used. Th is study , based on corpus analysis, com
pares spec ific indirectness devices em ployed in nat ive speaker (NS) and NNS student essays
and focu ses on NS and NNS uses of twent y-one rhetor ical , lexical , referential (deictic), and
syntac tic indire ctness devi ces. The results of the study indic ate that speakers of Ch inese ,
Korean, Jap anese, and Ind one sian util ized rhetorical ques tions and tags, discla imers and
de nials, vag ueness and ambig uity, repetition, several types of hed ges, ambiguous pro nouns,
and the passive vo ice in grea ter frequencie s than NSs did. However , NSs and NN Ss did not
differ signi ficantly in their use of other types of indirectness de vices and markers, such as
po int of view distan cin g, down toners, diminuti ves, discour se particles, and understatements,
as we ll as nominalization and co ndi tio nal ten ses.

1. Introduction: Indirectness in academic writing across cultures

Usu ally in writte n academic discou rse, ex plici t discu ssion of the central ideas
re lated to the text ' s thesis and over t expli cati on of the wr iter 's views are co ns id
ered requisite (Ma talene, 1985 ; Sw ale s, 1990; Swales and Feak , 1994). In aca de
mic writin g, English speakers expe ct an essay to contain explicit points expl icitly
supported and to dem on strate a grea t deal of struc ture , text pro gre ssion, and cla r
ity - cha rac te ristics whic h occ upy a prom inent place in the teach ing and testing
of non-native speaker (NNS) writing (Clyne, 1988). However, Anglo-Am erican
acade mic writing also requires a certain degree of indirectn es s and vagu eness in
some situation s. As Channel (1994) indicate s, in ac ademic writing , indi rectness
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and vagueness are intended to avoid preci sion and are often used with discretion,
depending on the context and on the writer's ideas of appropriateness. In her
view, however, understanding the practi cal and appropriate way s of being vague
in L2 writing represent s a formidable but necessary task for a competent L2
leamer, and a lack of this skill in higher education may reflect negatively on the
NNS writer.

Research indicates that Engli sh speakers often consider the writin g of NNSs
digressive, vague, and insufficiently explicit if it does not follow the relatively rigid
norms of essay writin g and textual moves from proposition to proposition (Carlson,
1988; Clyne, 1988; Connor, 1987a). Experts on L2 writing spec ify that indirectness
markers need to be used judiciously and that vagueness should be avoided because
the writer seeks to crea te an impression of explicitness, accuracy, precision, and
rational support (Swales, 1990; Swales and Feak, 1994). Myers (1989 ) and Cherry
(1988) also found that politeness in written acad emic discourse may nece ssitate
hedges, deni als, impersonal constructions, and other markers of indirectness , when
claims are advanced and supported.

This study examines the use of indirectne ss markers in native speaker (NS ) and
NNS essays and notes that speakers of Chinese, Japanese, Korean, and Indonesian
writing in English emplo y some type s of indirectness mark ers more frequently and
some types less frequently than NS of American English do . For other types of indi
rectness markers, ho wever, there are no significant differences in the frequency of
usage in NS and NNS writing . Whereas the prevalence of some indirec tness devices
in NNS writ ing can be traced to L I rhetor ical paradigms, the L2 use of such devices
can be explicitly taught.

Notions of ind irectne ss have been traditi onally associated with speech acts. Brown
and Levinson (1987) (hereafter B&L) provide an extensive defin ition of indirectness
as a set of politeness strategies that have the goal of minimizing imposition on the
hearer and/or creating solidarity betw een the speaker and the hearer. In the past few
years, studies of ind irectness and politeness in academic and persuasive writin g in
English have been making advances to explain how NS writers organize a text 's
rhetorical and sentence -level structures to convey their ideas without creating an
imposition on the reader, akin to the way speakers attempt to avoid an impo sition on
the hearer.

Indirectness strategies and markers have been identified in written discourse in
many languages, including English. Rhet orical, as well as lexical and syntactic, con
struc ts play an important role in academic writing in Anglo- American university set
tings. Myers (1989) suggests that academic texts are built upon the basic fram eworks
of claims and denials of claim s. He states that in academic discourse, politeness and
indirectness strategies, as originally outlined by B&L, are manifested in stylistic
variations and uses of such devi ces as passive voice, performative verb s, explicit and
implicit lexi cal and syntactic hedging to modify statements, conditional tenses to
posit hypothetical and indirect claims, as well as adverbs that serve to establish sol
idarity between the writer and the reader. Atkinson (1991) sta tes that these and many
other conventions of the academic writing in many discipl ines have achieved a level
of " norrnativity" in Anglo-A merican scientific writing.
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On the other hand, according to Swales (1990 : 24-27), definitions of a discourse
community are vague and frequently encompass broad notions, such as a " set of
common public goals", "mechanisms of intercommunication among its members",
and "one or more genres of the communicative furtherance of its aims". He also
indi cates that different academic dis ciplines have developed diverse discourse con
ventions and distinguishes between the discourse paradigms accepted in business,
engineering , journali sm, legal, medical, and scientific varieties of "English" (ibid.:
3). In his view, students need to learn to work within the valu e-systems and norms
of their " target co mmunities" (ibid .: 230). Herrington (1985) and L. McCarthy
(1987) similarly po int out that students need to recognize and learn different dis
course paradigms and the appropriate degrees of indirectness in writing in various
di scipl ines ; in add ition, the y must internalize the expectations of writin g styles that
differ even among academic courses.

What represents appropriate levels of indirectness in written and academic di s
course is not always clear-cut. Gilbert (1991) reports that when students are
ins truc ted that En gli sh writing is ex pec ted to be direct , the y oft en produce expos itory
pieces so open and frank that they can be perceived as inappropriate. She notes that
the composition teacher then edits the student text to make it "appropria te ly " direct
and thu s, art ificial, contrived, and imperson al because " a co ncept of writing " (1991:
36) may be at odd s with honesty and sincerity . Ge e (1990) stipulates that wh en it
comes to directness or indirectness in written discourse, dialect variations in English
can be sufficiently great to ob scure the differences: what is perceived to be direct in
one dialect can be viewed as vague in -another. He explains that discourse pra cti ces
are intrinsic to the world views of particular social groups and are tied to social va l
ues and norms. Schooling and education in essence represent the apprenticing of
learners to the soc ial and discourse practices ; for man y "outsid er s " (Gee, 1990: 66),
this necessitates acq uiring a new identity that ma y confl ict with their initial enc ul
turation and with the identities connected to other social pra ctices.

In writing tradition s based on Confucian , Taoist , and Buddhist philosophical pre
cepts , rhetorical indirectness ha s the goal of maintaining harmony and avoiding
impositions on both the writer and the reader. As is the ca se with An glo-American
written discourse, research de aling with the indirectness strategies and markers in
Chinese , Korean, and Japanese writing has identified similari ties between politeness
paradigm s in spoken and written discourse, such as inexpli citness, a lack of evidence
to support claims, and indirectness. Direct argumentation and persuasion are not
common in Chinese , Korean, and Japanese written discourse ; rather, a piece of writ
ing is struc tured around a them e, which constitutes the rhetorical purpose of an essay
with an intention of caus ing the reader to contemplate an issue (Hinds, 1990). Scol
Ion and Scollon (1995) mention that in Chinese essay writing, the communication
between the writer and the reader is ba sed on the politeness of facework and equ all y
shared solidarity, and that politeness strategies play an important role in the devel 
opment of written text. According to Matalene, " [t]o be indirect in ... written di s
course, to expect the audience to infer me anings rather than to have them spelled out
is a defining characteristic of Chinese rhetoric " (1985: 801), in whi ch common
background knowledge serves as the basis of interpreting a writer ' s meaning and
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impl ications. Similarly, in Korean discourse, persuasion and explici t description are
rare ly employed , and indirectness and ambiguity are used within the frameworks of
Co nfucian ethics to safeguard human relationships (Yurn, 1987 ; Hw ang, 1987).

Accordin g to Hinds (1983, 1984) and Tsujimura (1987), vagueness , ambiguity,
and indirec tness are also valu ed highly in Japanese written text , because they allow
for the communication of minds rather than the communicat ion of words. Indirect
ness devices can be used to hedge propositions, establi sh solidarity between the
speaker/wri ter and hearer/reader, show that information exists as an inde pendent fact
not attributable to any discernib le source, and, thus, de personalize the speaker's /
wri ter 's position . Indonesian wri ting conve ntions also reflect their Confuc ian and
Buddhist cultura l heritage and the classical Chinese wri ting tradi tion (Prentice,
1987).

Researchers into the acquisition of L2 writing have observed that NNS writers
transfer knowledge about writing concepts and conv enti ons associated with writing
from LI to L2 (Carlson, 1988 ; Connor, 1987a,b ; Hinkel, 1994 ; Kap lan , 1988; Scar
cella and Lee, 1989). Mo st experts agree that learning to wr ite focused academic
papers in a second language is a complex process . Written discourse in different lan
guage and cultural communit ies is often co nventionalized and is not necessarily
shared in rhetor ical paradigms outside a particu lar tradition (Kachru, 1988 ; Cus h
man and Kincai d, 1987). Poole (1991) also indicates that discourse pract ices are usu
ally cultura lly dependent on rhetorical value sys tems and reflec t cultural beliefs and
assum ptions. She further observes that the writ ing of NNS s is often eva luated
according to the norms of a disco urse com munity that NNSs do not share. Atkinson
(1991 : 57) refers to " the conve ntional izatio n of writt en lang uage" and notes that
Anglo-American written discourse conventions are particularly difficu lt for NNSs to
acq uire beca use the NNSs lack the shared knowledge of these conventions, of which
rhetor ical directness is a part.

However, the findings assoc iated with indirec tness in the L2 academic writing of
Chinese students do not ap pear to be definitive. On the one hand, Mohan and Lo
(1985) examined the organizational struc ture of ESL essays prod uced by Chinese
studen ts and compared it to that in both LI English and Chinese rhetorical organiza
tions. They found that the rhetorical parad igms and frameworks in English and Chi
nese texts are similar. In their view, fo llow ing the Chinese organiza tional essay
struc ture should help NNS stude nts rather than hinder because Ch inese writing does
not exhib it " preference for ' indirectn ess' " (1985: 528). Sim ilarly, Taylor and Chen
(1991) com pared three type s of discourse stra tegies and indirectness markers found
in the publis hed articles of NS of American English, and those wri tten by Chinese in
English and in Chinese. The authors found that variations in rhetorical and disco urse
struc ture are genre-speci fic rather than language- or culture -spec ific and concluded
that it may be futile to look for broadly different discourse , cu ltural , and rhetorical
systems. On the other hand, these findings dev iate from those of Bloom (198 1),
Clyne (1983, 1987), and Cushman and Kincai d (1987), who found that wri tten dis
course notions and paradigms may be culture - and tradition- specific.

The reasons that NNS second language wri ting appears vag ue and indirect may lie
in the specific and contextual uses of indirectness devices in English writing rather
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than in the fact that they are used. The studies that have investigated indirectness in
L I and L2 writing have largely been impressioni stic, based on rater judgment (Con
nor and Lauer, 1988; Connor, 1987a; Mohan and Lo, 1985), and few have examined
the actual usage of indirectness markers in written discourse. The present study,
based on corpus analysis, compares spec ific indirec tness devices employed in NS
and NNS student ess ays and focu ses on NS and NNS uses of twenty-one rhetorica l,
lexical, referenti al (de ictic), and syntac tic indirec tness device s identified in research .

2. The study

Th e indirec tness devices discussed in the present study are largely based on those
ident ified in earlier research on the character istics of the Anglo-American written
academic genre, as well as on those identified as commonly accepted in discour se
communities that embrace Confucian, Taoist, and Buddhist philosophical precepts.
To select rhetorical, lexical, referential, and syntactic constructs for inclu sion in this
stud y, the research on L 1 and L2 writing and composi tion was surveyed with the
goal of definin g the arra y of features associated with indirectness in discourse .
B&L 's semina l study provided an extensive and detailed description of indirectness
frameworks and markers in speec h. The findings of Bib er (1988) , Swales (1990) ,
Biber and Finega n (1991), and Quirk et al. (1985) described the spe cifi c features and
markers associated with indirectness in Anglo-Am erican academic writing.

The examinat ion of these texts resulted in twenty-one devices identified as indi
rectness strategies and markers in three ca tego ries: Rhetorical Strategies and Mark
ers, Lexical and Referential Markers, and Syntactic Markers and Structures. Each of
the devices is discussed in section 3 below .

2.1 . The data

The study data came from essay s written by 30 NSs and 120 NNS s. Of the NNSs,
30 were speakers of Chinese , 30 of Korean , 30 of Japanese , and 30 of Indone sian.
Each of these language groups represents a culture influenced by Confucian , Taoist,
and/or Buddhist philosoph y, cultural values , and written discourse traditi ons (Cush
man and Kincaid , 1987 ; Yum , 1987). The NNSs had achieved a relatively high Eng
lish language proficiency with a mean TOEFL score of 580. All NNS s had been
admitted to graduate and undergraduate university programs and pur sued studies
towards the ir degrees. Their majors spanned a wide variety of disciplines, ranging
from aero nautical and computer engineering to edu cational philosophy to danc e and
voice studies . Many of the undergraduate students had not as yet declared majors.
The NNS s whose writing was analy zed were selected on the basis of their relati vely
high lingu istic profi ciency, as established by TOEFL sco res, and their length of res
idence in the U.S. The NNS subjects had recei ved ex tensive instruction in ESL and
L2 read ing and writing for a period of 4 to 20 years, with a mean of 13.1 yea rs. Their
residence in the U.S. typicall y fell within 1.5 to 3.1 yea rs, with a mean of 2. 1 years.
Therefore, it fo llows that the NNS s had had a relati vely ex tensive exposure to L2
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reading and writing in L2 academic environments. The usage of indirectness strate
gies and markers in the NNS texts was compared to that in essays written by NSs of
American English, who were graduates of suburban high schools in midwestern
states (Ohio, Kentucky, and Indiana) and who were first-year university students
enrolled in required composition classes. Similar to the NNSs, the NSs were enrolled
in various university departments, including arts, computer sciences, retail market
ing, and criminal justice; at least a third had not chosen their majors . The topics of
NS essays were selected to match those of NNS texts. In all subject groups, the thirty
subjects comprised fifteen male s and fifteen females to provide for a balanced
representation of genders. Subjects ' ages ranged from 18 to 26 , with a mean of
23.4.

Both NSs and NNS s wrote the essays during one-hour required placement tests
(see Appendix for a list of topic s) in respon se to assigned prompts. The essay
prompts were modeled on the Test of Written English, administered by the Educa
tional Testing Service (ETS) and Michi gan Test of English Language Proficiency
Composition prompts, as well as those commonly found in ESL and L1 writing!
composition textbooks. These prompts, based on student majors of study, are ubiq
uitous in many placement/diagnostic tests in U.S. universities and are administered
to NS and NNS students alike. Although the intention of designing prompts around
students' majors was to provide the write rs context and sufficient background
knowledge of the subject matter, it is not always possible to assure the essay con
textualization (particularly, in the case of students without decl ared majors). All
essays were written in the rhetorical mode of argument/exposition with the purpose
of convincing/informing an unspecified general audience (Y. Park , 1988) .

2.2. Data analysis

To determine whether NS and NNS similarly used indirectness devices, the num
ber of words in each of the 150 essays was counted, followed by a count of the
occurrences of each of the indirectness devices (see Table I for a complete list). For
example, NS essa y #1 consisted of 250 words and included one rhetorical question
and three occurrences of conditional tenses. To ascertain the percentage rate of
rhetorical questions used in the essay, a computation was performed, i.e. 1/250 =
0.4%, and then repeated for the three occurrences of conditional tenses (3/250 =
1.2%). The computations were performed separa tely for each of the indirectness
devices and for each of the 30 NS and NNS essays per L I group.

Non-parametric statistical comparisons of NS and NNS data were employed
because the majority of percentage rates were not normally distributed, and the num
ber of essays that did not contain all types of indirectne ss strategies and markers was
high. The measure used to establish differences in indirectness devi ce usage between
NS and NNS texts was the Mann-Whitney U Test. The medians, ranges, and results
of statistical tests are presented in Table 1. In cases where the reported median is 0,
at least half of the sample essays written on the topic did not contain a particular
indirectness marker. The ranges are reported to reflect a frequency of use for each
indirectness device.
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3. Results and discussion

Th e findings indicate that NS and NN S usage of indirectn ess markers differed to
varying degrees but was also similar in some respects (see Tabl e 1).

Table I
Indirectness strategies and devices in NS and NNS essays (Median %)

Strategy/marker NS CH KR JP IN

(i) Rhetorical strategies and markers
Rhetorical questions/tags [ 0.00 0.38]* 0.42]* 0.41 ]* 0.44]*

Range [ 0.63 1.94 2.72 1.94 3.43
Disclaimers/denials 0.00 1.10]* 0.85]* 1.18]* 0.88]*

Range 2 so 3.33 2.72 5.21 2.59
Vagueness/ambiguity [ 0.00 0.15]* 0.72]* 1.00]* 1.40]*

Range [ 0.7 1 4.84 3.25 5.36 6.25
Repetition 0.00 0.00] * 0.00]* 0.00 ]* 0.00 ]*

Range 1.1I 3.20 1.85 3.33 3.47
Irony 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

Range 0.9 1 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

(ii) Lexica! and refe rential markers
Hedges

[ 0.75Lexical 0.68 1.41]* 1.70]* 1.38]*
Range [ 3.22 3.55 4.73 4.69 6.90

Possibility 0.00 0.00] * 0.00]* 0.00]* 0.00] *
Range [ 1.35 0.9 3 0.4 1 1.53 0.00

Quality 0.00 0.70]* 0.3 6]* 0.8 1]* 0.13]*
Range (65 2.53 2.94 4.69 2.33

Performative 0.00 0.43] * 0.00]* 0.00 ]* 0.00]*
Range 0.42 2.13 4.55 0.69 0 .86

Hedged performative verbs 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.41 0.3 1
Range 1.29 1.61 1.35 2.86 2.27

Point of view distancing 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
Range 0.90 0.00 1.42 1.53 0.00

Downtoners 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
Range 0.54 0.00 2.47 0.22 0.3 1

Diminutives 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
Range 1.03 0.74 0.57 1.07 0.00

Discourse particles 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
Range [0.77 0.39 1.11 0.69 0.78

Demonstratives 0.51 0.93]* 0.86]* 0.85]* 0.78]*
Range 2. 16 2.22 1.60 2.27 2.69

Indefinite pronouns
Universal and negative 1.00 1.52]* 1.[71* 1.01]* 1.16]*

Range 2.4 1 3.02 3.54 3.57 4.28
Assertive/nonassertive [ 0.50 1.72] * 1.941* 1.52]* 0.95] *

Range 2.63 4. 10 3.82 6.07 5.68
Understatements 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

Range 0.82 0.22 0.00 1.09 0.43

(iii) Syntactic markers and strucwret
Passive 0.00 0.83 ]* 0.8 1]* 0.42]" 0.79]*
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Strategy/mark er

Range
Nominalization

Range
Conditionals

Range

2-tailed p<0.05

NS

1.61
0.25
1.96
0.00
2.05

CH

2.75
0.33
2.27
0.00
2.32

KR

1.48
0.00
2.14
0.22
2.78

JP

1.00
0.56
3.21
0.34
3.30

IN

1.56
0.49
2.38
0.00
1.72

3.1. Rhetorical devices

(1) Rhetorical questions and tags

B&L identified rhetorical que stions as a common indirectness strategy employed
in a variety of contexts. HUbler (1983) assert s that rhetorical and tag que stions in
Engli sh are devices for expre ssing hesitation , uncertainty and indirectness because
they include a proposition that perform s the role of a statement but allows the writer
to deflect potential objec tions. Furthermore, a writer who uses rhetorical questions
seeks to soli cit solidarity with and agreement from the audience, e.g . What can peo
ple do to help their country ? and Can any person meet this goal Z:' Myers also note s
that rhetorical que stion s in writ ing are, in fact , politeness devices that are not com
monly employed because they can be view ed as "obviously personal" (1989: 27)
and artificial. In general, despite their pragm atic functions of hedging and indirect
ness, direct and tag que stions are discouraged in Anglo-American academic writing
because they are viewed as excessively personal and subjective (Swales and Feak,
1994; Wong, 1990). Tadros (1994) reported that in formal discourse, questions usu
ally mark detachment from the proposition and that their use should be limited.

On the other hand, Hwang ( 987) and Ohta (1991) stipulate that in Korean and
Japanese discourse, respectively , que stions are frequently employed to show hesita
tion and uncertainty of fact s and may be compared to the use of hedging in English.
Wong (1990) similarly observes that in Chinese, rhetorical questions perform vari
ous functions, such as hint ing about the purpo se of the text and emphasizing a point;
in this way, the thesis may be stated with out a direct assertion. She further stipulates
that in the Chinese clas sical rhetorical tradition, que stions assume audience partici
pation and involvement and the reader ' s understanding of the writer's position. Fur
thermore, Biq (1990) spec ifies that que stion word s often perform the role of hedges
in Chinese discourse and repre sent a conventionalized indirectness device employed
with the goal of avo iding the impo sition on the reader that would be the result of
stating ideas directly . Given the diversity of politeness functions that que stions
appear to perform in these discourse traditi ons, it is not surprising that the NNS sub
jects employed que stions significantly more frequently than NSs did.

I All examples here and below are from student texts includ ed in the corpus.

I
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(2) Disclaimers and denials
doees)/be-forms not mean (meant) to/imp lylin fend/say , xxx is not yyy , not (+
adjecti ve(s)), not (+ verb(s)), not (+ noun (s )), not (+ adverb(s)) , not even, no
way (and contractions) distin guished from negativ es and negation

B&L found that denying that a claim is being made and/or denying the truth-value
of a proposition is a sophisticated indirectness strategy when a potential objecti on is
anticipated and addressed. Quirk et al. 's (1985) definition of the differences between
negatives and deni als was adopted in the present anal ysis, where the former ope rate
on the truth-v alue of a propo sition and the latter on its syntactic elements. Qu irk et
al. indicate that denials are referent ially bound to the context that precedes them and
can be used to hedge the pragmatic force of earlier propositions. Typically, the NNS
in the present study used disclaimers and denials significantly more frequently than
NSs did.

Denials are requisite in Anglo-American academic writin g because direct negative
claims or criticisms are "almost inadmissible" (Myers , 1989 : 30). Disclaimers,
together with other syntactic markers, are used to mit igate the illocutionary force of
a proposit ion or claim (Cherry, 1988) and diminish the writer ' s responsibility for the
truth-value of a claim (Channel, 1994), e.g. I don 't mean to say that I am better than
other people. I j ust think that if our country is the richest in the world, how come we
have poor people and hunger. Pagano ' s (1994) extensive analysis of denials in writ
ten discourse indic ates that writers den y ideas or expectations that they assume on
the part of the reader , or which are used to establi sh the limit s of paradigms of
knowledge (or beliefs) in their texts in order to refute potential objections and avoid
a threat to their own or the reader's face. In her view, the pragmatic function of
denials in academic writing serves as a means of attributing to the reader the " expe
rience, knowledge, opinions, and beliefs on the basis of which the writer build s
his/her mess age " (Pagano, 1994: 253). Coulthard (1994 ) stipulates that deni als rep
resent a part of the Assertion-Denial-Justification rhetorical structure frequently
found in Anglo-American written discourse.

Althou gh the use of discla imers and deni als is used in Anglo-American, as well as
in Confucian, Taoist, and Buddhist wr iting traditi ons, in the latter , group-oriented,
societies, the writer's respon sibility for avoiding an imposition on the reader and a
threat to his or her face may be greater than in Engli sh-speaking societies. Expert s
on indirectness in Chinese, Kore an , and Japanese written discourse have found that
disclaimers and den ials represent overt strategies for minimizing both the imposition
on and face threat to a reader, and for referring him or her to the experience and
world knowl edge commonly shared in a language comm unity. R. Scollon (1993 a,b)
found that in the English writ ing of Chinese students, disclaimers are employed to
delineate the writer ' s referential focus and the experient ial base of the message. He
further observes that the NNS use of disclaimer constructions in Engli sh often cre
ates ambi guit ies and is sometimes perceived to be excessive and inappropriate. In his
view, howev er , Chinese students of English operate within different cultural assump
tions pertaining to writer-reader face relationships ; such assumptions extend to dis
course notions far beyond the sentence structure. Lee ' s acco unt of negating and
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denying in Korean stipulates that while different particles negate nouns, verbs, and
adjectives, denials are often accomplished by means of whole-sentence disclaimers,
which do not preclude additional negation of individual sentence components, such
as nouns and verbs, e.g. While my father was looking at the car, the salesman didn't
even come over to help us. It's not that he is lazy, he simply doesn't care. Ohta
(1991) states that negatives and denials in Japanese evince an uncertainty of the facts
and that their use has the goal of minimizing the responsibility for the truthfulness of
a proposition. In addition, they serve to mitigate the pragmatic force of claims and
"allow room for the opinions of others" (1993: 222).

(3) Vagueness and ambiguity-
(a) Numerical quantifiers: a lot (of)llots of, approximately, around, between

xxx and yyy, many/much, number of, piece(s), tons of, dozens/hundreds/
thousands/millions, xxx or yyy (e.g. five or six), xxx or so, several

(b) Non-numerical quantifiers: xxx aspects of, xxx facets of, at least, at best
(c) Scalar qualifiers: excellent/good/bad, always/usually/often/ occasionally/

sometimes/never, large (extensive}!small, highllow, tall!short, hot/warm/
cool/cold, wet/damp/dry

(d) Classifiers: and all, and all that, and that, and so on, things/stuff (like that),
who knows what/why, whatever [pron] want(s)/do(es), the whole bit/works

A great deal has been written on vagueness and ambiguity in NS and NNS acad
emic writing. According to B&L, being vague and ambiguous is an indirectness
strategy in which the communicative intent is not well-defined and allows the writer
to minimize the threat to the reader's face (B&L). The selection of vagueness and
ambiguity devices in this study relies on those identified by Channel (1994). She
notes that in English there are numerous ways to be vague and that vagueness often
represents instances of ambiguity because neither can be clearly interpreted. In par
ticular, vagueness in discourse can be an outcome of "vagueness by choice of vague
words" (1994: 18) and/or by implicature when the information in a statement is
insufficient for a proposition to be precise. According to her findings, vague claims
and propositions are common in English academic writing because writers seek to
accomplish two simultaneous goals, i.e. diminish their responsibility for the accu
racy of the information/proposition and reduce the chances of creating an imposition
on the reader, as in Thousands of high school graduates begin their college life
because their friends go to college, and they don't want [0 be outdone and When we
learn about various aspects of life, we try to build a better world.

Researchers of L2 writing have come to recognize that written discourse produced
by NNSs usually contains a substantial number of vague and ambiguous statements,
phrases, and words. Carlson (1988) found that NNSs employed a significantly higher
number of vague words in their English essays, as did the subjects in the study car
ried out by Bickner and Peyasantiwong (1988). The NNSs in this study, congruent

2 Limited to the devices encountered in the corpus.

,
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with conclusions in earlier research, employed significantly more devices associated
with rhetorical vagueness and ambi guit y than did the NSs.

(4) Repetition

Repetition is typically discouraged in Anglo-American academic writing, as it is
often associated with redundancy (Tarone and Yule, 1987), e.g. People want to suc
ceed because they want to be successful and get the many benefits of success . On the
other hand, B&L note that repetition is a politeness strategy that serves to establish
and maintain agreement, solidarity, and group belonging. In the view of M.
McCarthy (1991 ), the tolerance for repetition in writin g is culture-dependent, and in
Chinese and Japanese repetition is commonly utilized to delineate theme-rheme
relationships of ideas in text. Similarly, M. McCarthy and Carter (1994) spec ify that
repetition can also be employed as a persuasion strategy that involves the reader in
a co-creating role for constructing the argument. The authors further comment that
in Indonesia, repet ition can mark an appreciation for the thoughts and discourse in
which it occurs .

M. McCarthy (1991) indicates that lexical cohesion in written discourse nece ssar
ily entails a certain elem ent of repetition; however, the amount of repetition neces
sary for developing and maintaining cohesive ties is determined by the written dis
course norms accepted in a language community . Matalene (1985 ) reports that in
classical Chinese rhetoric , repetition represents one of the fundamental persuasion
devices where argumentation is accumulative, rathe r than synthetic or anal ytic.
Indrasuta (1988) compared the amount 'of lexical and sentence-level repetition in the
writin g of American students, as oppo sed to Th ai students writing in Engli sh and
their respective LI s. She found that althou gh writers in the three groups employed
repetition as a means of cohesion, NSs of American English employed it less than
NNSs who wrote in Eng lish. However, NNSs' LI essa ys contained the highe st rate
of repeated lexis and clauses. The findings of this study confirm Indrasuta's (1988)
conclusion: in their writin g in English, the speakers of Chinese, Korean, Japane se,
and Indonesian employed significantly more repet ition of lexis and phrases than did
NSs of American English.

(5) Irony

Iron y is an indirectness strategy that serves to give clues to the intended meaning
without dire ctly indicating what the intended meaning is (B&L), e.g. Workin g in
McDonald's after you graduate from college is the student 's dream and If you
receive education, you 'll have a good life. You can work as a receptionist, make
your boss coffee, and put up with his moods. Bec ause ironic statements have a
literal meaning that is the opposite of the one that is intended, the hearer/reader has
to infer the converse to rem ove the ambiguity. However, Leech (1983 ) mentions
that irony makes for an awkward indirectness strategy because its goal is to cir
cumvent the norm s of socially appropriate discourse. Furthermore, in order to be
effec tive, the employment of irony nece ssaril y shifts the burd en of inference to the
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hearer/reader and can be viewed as "negative uninformativeness" (Leech, 1983:
143). Quirk et al. (1985 ) describe irony as an implicit means of expressing dis
agreement, disbelief, and occa sionally, criticisms. The findin gs of the present stud y
indicate that neither NSs nor NNS s perceived irony to be appropriate in academic
wr iting.

3.2 . Lexi cal and referential markers

(6) Hedges and hedging devices
(a) Lexical: (at) about, in a way , kind of , mayb e, more or less, most, something

like, sort of
(b) Possibility: by (some/any) chance, hopefully, perhaps, possibly, in case (of),

(if) you/we know/understand (what [pron] meant s)) if-structures distin
guished from those used with conditional tenses (see below)

(c) Quality: as is (well) known , (as) you/everyone know(s), (as) people say,
one/you may/might/can say, they say

(d) Performative: apparently, basically , certainly , clearly, definitely, likely/
most likely/very likely, obviously, undoubtedly, seemingly, supposedly , surely

(e) Hedged performative verbs:
Hedge: want to/would like to/can/may + Perform ative: ask/call/comment/
disc uss/ explainlnote /me ntion/point out/rema rk/speak/statel tell

Because hedging devices are numerou s and can be compl ex, various definitions
and classifications have been developed to acco unt for their meanings, contex ts, and
implication s in discourse. The types of hedges discussed in this analysis are limited
to those encountered in the students' writing. The organization of hedging devices
rel ies on the sys tems outl ined in B&L, Biber (1988) , Hubl er (1983), and Quirk et al.
(1985 ).

While Biber (1988 : 240) describes hedges as markers of possibility/p robability
and uncertainty, B&L attribute a great deal of impor tance to hedging as an indirect
ness strategy and discuss the diversity of its discourse funct ions. They define hedg
ing as a mean s of delimiting and defining the extent of claims, the truth-value of a
proposition, and the speaker 's /writer ' s responsibility for the completeness of a
proposition/claim. In their view , hedging has numerou s purposes and can be
employed to assure "cooperation, inform ativene ss, truthfulness, relevance, and clar
ity which on many occasions need to be softened for reasons of face" (1987: 146).
Similarly, according to Leech's account, hedges have the function of reducing the
impo sition of beliefs "which are costly " (1983 : 114) to the reader/hea rer.

In general, hedges are used extensively in Anglo-American academic writing to
project "honesty, modesty, proper caution", and diplomacy (Swales, 1990 : 174).
Myers observes that hedging is conventionalized in academic discourse and appears
to be requisite in constructions expressing personal points of view. He describes one
function of hedging as a politeness and mitigating strategy in claims because hedg
ing expresses " an appropriate attitude for offering a claim to the community" (1989 :
13). In HUbler's (1983 ) view , the diversity of discourse functions associated with the
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many types of hedges makes them effective and flexible as a face-saving system of
socially expected doubt, hesitation, indirectness, and politeness.

Hedging one's claims and propositions so as to avoid an imposition and project
indirectness is expected in many rhetorical traditions. Biq (1990) indicates that in
Chinese, hedging devices play an important role in conveying the speaker's/writer's
attitude to the claim. She specifies that many hedges in Chinese are ambiguous and
can perform several discourse functions simultaneously, thus increasing discourse
ambiguity and shifting the responsibility for inferring the meaning of a proposition
to the hearer/reader. According to Oliver (1971), hedges are requisite in Chinese
written discourse because the writer is vested with authority and responsibility by
virtue of writing.

McGloin (1984) and Kamio (1995) discuss an elaborate framework of hedges,
softeners, and distancing devices in Japanese discourse. They find that hedges in
Japanese perform many of the same functions that they do in English, but in addition
serve to mark the speaker's/hearer's "territory of information" by increasing or
decreasing the indirectness of claims through the choice of the type and amount of
hedging in discourse. Ohta (1991) mentions that in Japanese discourse, hedges rep
resent a very common politeness strategy to minimize the imposition on both the
speaker/writer and the hearer/reader. As a consequence, the number and variety of
hedges is considerable, and several can be employed in a proposition, depending on
the degree of the perceived or potential threat to the writer and/or the reader. She
mentions, for example, that adverbial hedges, such as those translated into English as
possibly or perhaps, show the speaker's/writer's uncertainty of facts and thus reduce
responsibility for the proposition. M. Park (1979) found that both Japanese and
Korean usage of hedging is similar in that it often diminishes the burden of respon
sibility on both the writer's and the reader's face by making claims indirect and
impersonal. He notes that Americans frequently find the requisite Korean hedging
"intolerable" (1979: 94); for them, Korean texts appear to lack substance or signif
icance, because the author's ideas may be perceived as overly indirect.

Quality hedges in English can have the function of shifting the responsibility for
the factuality and the truth-value of the claim, and/or a potential threat to the read
er's face from the writer to an external source of information. These particular func
tions of quality hedges seem to resemble those in Chinese, Japanese, and Korean dis
course (Biq, 1990; M. Park, 1979). Therefore, it stands to reason that speakers of
these languages may have transferred their hedging strategies from their LIs to Eng
lish, using a significantly higher number of them than do NSs. Performative hedges
in English are employed to convey the degree of truth and "the conditions under
which" the claim/proposition is true, as well as the degree of doubt and hesitation
(Quirk et al., 1985). The discourse functions of English performative hedges also
seem to be similar to those of hedging in Chinese, Korean, and Japanese. However,
according to the discourse norms accepted in the Confucian and Buddhist rhetorical
tradition, they are employed in contexts where hedging in English is not expected
(Bloom, 1981; Wong, 1990).

Performative verbs often convey indirectness by shifting the deictic center of the
claim/proposition to embedded clauses in an indirect speech construction (B&L;

\
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Quirk et aI., 1985). However, the purpose of hedged perform ative verbs is to soften
" presumptuous" statements (B&L: 156) in the embedded clause by hedging the illo
cutionary force of the performative verb . For example, in the sentence I want to say
that educa tion in this country has been going downhill, and good teachers are in
short supply, the writer hedged the performative verb to soften the critici sm in the
embedded clause and convey a degree of hesitation.

Leech (1983), in his discussion of performative verb s, voices caution: their use
varies greatly from one culture to ano ther , and they cann ot be analyzed out of con
text and without regard to acceptability . It appears that the amount and type of hedg
ing appr opri ate in written discourse is conventionalized (Myers, 1989) and depends
on the norms of a particular language community and the context in which it is pro
duced (Swa les , 1990). Becau se written discourse convent ions are often culture- and
language-dependent, the amount of hedging in NSs and NN S student essa ys var ied
across language groups and according to the types of hedges. The use of lexic al, pos
sibility, quality, and performative hedges in NNS essays dif fered significantly from
that of NSs . It should be noted, however , that the frequency of lexical hedges in the
essays of Chinese was similar to that in NS writin g. On the other hand, congruent
with the find ings of Biber (1988), NSs utilized possibi lity hedges in significantly
higher rates than NNSs in any group. Although hedged performative verbs were
found in the writ ing of both NSs and NNSs, they were employed in similar rates by
all groups of student writers .

(7) Point-of-view distancing
l/we [eellhopelwonderlworry, I am concerned, I would like to/want to/think /
believ e/understand (tense markers and contractions)

Although there are numerous ways of express ing a point of view, B&L focus on
one particular deictic indirectness construction that entails distancing the speaker
from a claim or proposition by means of deictically removing the claim from him- or
herself in space, time (and, there fore, tense), and origin. In written discourse, point
of-view distancing is accomplished by employing a complex strategy of initiating the
face-threatening move and presenting the issue (or a problem) as if removed from the
initiator and reported as an external speech act and/or reference, e.g. I worry that if
we don 't do anything about pollut ion , the environment will be damaged f orever, and
Although I' ve heard enough speeches about improving education in this country, I
want to understand why the politicians haven't done anything about if yet. Although
point -of-view distancing does not belong among indirectness strategies per se, B&L
describe it as a face-saving device that works by decentralizing cla ims in discourse.

According to Maynard (1993), special interactional particles mark a point of view
that make an utte rance appear removed from the speaker and external to the prop o
sition and the setting in which it is made. In fact, she indicates that such markers
play an important role in convers ations when all speakers interactionally accommo
date one another 's burden of mutu al coo peration. However, external point-of-view
particles are not typically used in Japanese writing. Chao (1968) makes similar
observations about Chinese pre-pi votal verbs that have many discourse functions,
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one of which is to remove an express ion of an opin ion from the speaker who
expresses it. In Chinese, as in Japanese, such constructions are employed in spoken
rather than written discourse . The NNS and NS essays showed no significant differ
ences in the use of point of view distancing .

(8) Downtoners
at all , almost, hardly, mildly , nearly, only , partially, partly , practically , slightly ,
som ewhat

The purpose of downtoners is to indi cate the degree of probability in an assertion
(Biber, 1988); they typically serve to lower the effect of the verb force and can be
used on a sca le with grad able verbs (Quirk et al., 1985). While Hubler (1983) and
Biber (198 8) distinguish between the functions of downtoners and hed ges, B&L do
not. Biber spec ifies that hedges simply mark " assertions as uncertain" (1988 : 114)
without an implied degree of probability. In Hubler 's (1983) view, downtoners can
lower the force of the verb substantially, beyond the effect of hed ges, and are
employed to convey indirectness in claims. Hubler further comments that an extreme
outcome of downtoning may represent a claim that practi cally cannot be refuted , as
is implied in the use of partly and partially (e.g . The govern ment partly contro ls the
standard of livin g f or the middle class in my country and Parents are par tially
responsible f or the education of our future generation). Biber (1988) and Myers
(1989) identify downtoners as markers of academic discourse and comment on their
prevalence in writing; Holmes (1984) states that downtoners convey politeness and
deference by marking uncertaint y of the claim/proposition. Few NNS and NS sub
jects employed downtoners in th is stud y.

(9) Diminutives
a little , little, a bit, a little bit, a few. fe w

B&L attribute diminutives to the general class of hedges that have the goal of
reducing the speaker' s/writer' s respon sibility for the claim/proposition and the extent
of its impli cations and , thus, the impo sition on the hearer/reader (e.g . Th e examina
tion level is a little bit high , and whether yo u pass or not depends on your luck, as
well as knowledge, and In my country, I've heard these and many other complaints,
but few people dare to comp lain dire ctly to the Ministr y of Education. In addition,
diminutives often serve as an in-group marker to prom ote solidarity between the
writer and the reader (Quirk et aI., 1985). According to Huble r, the use of diminutives
implies " a smaller risk of negatability" (1983 : 76) and refut al and contribute to the
indeterminacy of the structure that follows them, with the function of reducing the
validity-condition of the statement. Quirk et al. (1985) and Hubler (1983) indicate
that diminutives tend to occur in speech but not in writin g. As with downtoners in the
present study , NNS and NS did not differ significantly in their use of dim inut ives .

(10) Discourse particles
well, now, anyway, anyh ow, anyway(s)
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Similar to downtoners and diminutives, discourse particles are often attributed to
the general category of softeners that serve to decrease the writer's responsibility for
an assertion and, thereby, decrease a potential imposition on the reader (B&L), as in
Well, after I thought about it, I decided that I probably wouldn't be happy as an
engineer, even though engineers make a lot more than teachers, and Anyway, I told
my French teacher that I didn't want the book, but he gave it to me for my birthday.
On the other hand, Levinson (1983) observes that the function of discourse particles
is particularly ambiguous and appears to be indeterminate; some, such as well, have
more distinct softening features than, for example, anyway, that can serve as a rele
vance hedge. Schiffrin's (1987) substantial work on discourse particles demonstrates
that they play a prominent role in discourse coherence, the linking of frames, and
frame orientation. In her view, particles serve so many discourse functions that they
are ambiguous in almost any context. Biq (1990) and Chao (1968) also mention that
discourse particles in Chinese have a wide variety of functions, of which hedging
and softening the writer's claims is a part. Biber (1988), Chao (1968), Ohta (1991),
and Schiffrin (1987) indicate that in English, Chinese, and Japanese, discourse parti
cles are largely a characteristic of spoken discourse, are rarely encountered in writ
ten text, and may appear to be somewhat inappropriate in formal writing. In the pre
sent study, NNS and NS did not differ significantly in their use of discourse
particles.

(11) Demonstratives
that, this, these, those, excluding that used as a relative pronoun, compliment,
or subordinator

Although B&L describe demonstratives as markers of involvement and empathy,
Biber's (1988) corpus-based analysis identifies them as referential and deictic mark
ers that are more commonly used in spoken than in written English. Quirk et al.
(1985) define several functions of demonstratives in discourse, and mention that they
can be ambiguous because their referential and situational roles are similar to those
of determiners (e.g. AliI can say to those people who do not want to pay taxes and
contribute to the funding for schools is that they don't have a vision of the future).
On the other hand, M. McCarthy (1994) found that this, that, these, and those are
often found in academic discourse in English and perform the role of referential
hedges because they lack precision and can be utilized to convey tentativeness and
indirectness. He also notes that because they are imprecise, demonstratives are
largely discouraged in Anglo-American written discourse. However, Myers' (1989)
findings are somewhat at odds with M. McCarthy's (1994) observations. Myers
(1989) demonstrates that it is because of their imprecision that determiners are fre
quently used in academic writing as hedges of claims and denials, i.e. they serve to
attribute an assertion to an impersonal agency external to the writer.

Levinson (1983) specifies that a shift from that to this outlines an empathetic
deixis, which in languages such as Chinese and Malagasy, can be a great deal more
elaborate. He also cautions that in languages other than English, demonstratives can
be organized with respect to the role of discourse participants, e.g. the writer and the

/
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reader, and have meanings far more pragmatically and contextually marked than in
Engli sh . For example, in Japanese, demonstratives are not deictic, but are objects of
singular reference and can refer only to certain design ated " objects in the world",
rather than in context (Watanabe, 1993: 304). According to M. McCarthy (1991), L2
learners frequently transfer the meanings of determiners from Ll and may attribute
to these markers a great deal more referential impli cation s than they actually have in
Engli sh. The results of the present study indicate that speakers of Chinese, Korean,
Japanese, and Indonesian used demonstratives significantly more frequently in their
writing than did NSs of American English. An implication of this finding can be that
NNS employed demonstratives in contexts where NSs would not ; possibly, the
NNS s did so in accordance with their understanding of the appropriate meanings and
functions of the se markers.

(12) Indefinite pronouns and determiners
(a) Universal and negative: all , both , everybody, everyone, every thing, nei

ther, nobody , none, no one, nothing, every, each
(b) Assertive and nonassertive: anybody, anyone, anything, any, either,

somebody, someone, something, some

Gre enb aum and Quirk (1990) and Quirk et al. (1985) defin e two main types of
indefinite pronouns - universal and partitive - and state that these types have a wide
range of meanin g and discourse purposes. Universal and negative indefinite pro
noun s represent the extremes of the continuum of meanings expressed by indefinite
pronouns (Quirk et al., 1985). B&L comment that choosing a point on a reference
scale that is " higher than the actual state of affairs" (1987 219) and/or extremes of
the deictic continuum may be associated with overstatement. In their examples, such
pronouns as all and no one represent an indirectness strategy used to make a point
by exaggeratin g contextual circumstances and thus avoiding an overt imposition
and/or a thre at to the hearer's face.

Pron oun s such as everything; everybody, nothing, and nobody are marked exag
geratives (B&L) that are seldom used in Anglo -American academic writ ing (Biber,
1988). On the other hand , Cherry (1988) found that in certain context s, student writ
ing displayed a relat ively high rate of overstatements, used in ord er to add the power
of conviction to the writer ' s rhetorical stan ce. Exaggeration s and overstatements, as
in Everybody always wants to be educated, and Today , everybody grades on every
thing. and so we don't reali ze the importance of gradi ng, can be utilized as a dis
course device that is inverse to understatement and is not intended to be taken liter
ally. Cre atin g a hyperbole (Channel, 1994) allows the speaker/writer to make a point
without being precise. Leech '(1983) cautions, however, that alth ough overstatements
are prevalent in speech, they do not necessarily enhance politeness, and some may
serve the purpose of embellishing the truth for the benefit of the speaker or context.

Wh ile exaggerations and overstatements are rarely con side red appropriate in
Anglo-Americ an written discourse, they are often considered acceptable in certain
contexts in Chinese, Japanese, and Korean writing. In the classical Chinese writing
traditi on , exaggerations and overstatements may be viewed as a mark of impli cit per-
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. suasion and even eloquence (Oliver, 1971) because the purpose of discourse is "to
enlighten" (1971: 267) the audience by almost any means. Matalene (1985) com
ments that her Chinese students routinely used exaggeratives in their writing and
were surprised to discover that these are considered inappropriate in English acade
mic environments. Hinds (1984) and Tsujimura (1987) note similar characteristics in
Japanese discourse. Yum (19 87) explains that in traditional Korean rhetorical prac
tice, the writer is vested with the authority to convince and , therefore, can rel y on
various form s of ethos and overstatement, if necessary. Not surprisingly, the N NSs
in the present stud y used significantly more universal and negative indefinite pro
nouns than did NSs.

NNSs also used more assertive and nonassertive indefinite pronouns than NSs did.
Greenbaum and Quirk (1990) and Quirk et al. (1985) stipulate that assertive and
nonassertive indefinite pronouns, which they also call partitive, are contextually and
deictically marked with respect to a noun phrase and that assertive forms can be
largely used with positive presuppositions. Partitives are distinct from universal or
negative pronouns in the sense that their meanings imply a partial rather than a total
inclu sion or exclusion, for example, Teachers try to hide some social problems from
young people , and some teachers who teach in women's colleges tend to set up a
kind of reality that does not really exist, and It is impossible to live all by yourself
and live without asking f or help . There is always someone who gives you some
advic e and leads you to a better way to your destination . Biber's (1988) corpus
analysis shows that relative to other structures, indefinite pronouns were not preva
lent in academic writing.

In general terms, in many contexts and particularly in writing, the use of fronted
personal pronouns and direct pronoun references is not con sidered appropriate in
discourse communities other than Anglo-American. Considerable variations in the
utilization of indefinite pronoun s are found even in comparison s of British and
American written text s (Quirk et aI., 1985). Bec ause indeterminacy in pronoun use
con stitutes one of the indirectness markers in Chinese (Oliver, 1971), Japanese
(McGloin, 1984 ; Ohta, 1991 ), and Korean (Hw ang, 1987 ), they serve diverse dis
course functions, such as decreasing the speaker 's/writer 's responsibility for the
truth-value and factu ality of the claim/proposition, attributing the claim to someone
else, presenting it as a general truth or a commonly held opinion, and displaying hes
itation and uncertainty . Furthermore, Chafe (1994) dem onstrates that the issue of
indefinite references is a great deal more complex in such languages as Indonesian
and Japanese, in which only those entities that are important to the discourse flow
are identified and definitively marked, and in which indefiniteness markers can
undertake many form s, It appea rs that in comparison, universal and partitive mean
ings of English inde finite pronouns are substantially less invo lved and elaborate and
may not be suitable for expressin g a wide variety of contextual implications found in
other languages.

(13) Some understatement markers
fairly, pretty (+ adjective), quite (+ adjective), rather (+ adjective), not (too)
bad, not half bad

/
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HUbler defines understatements as "non-direct sentence strategies of saying less
than one means" in order to make propositions and claims "acceptable and thus to
increase their chance of ratification" (1983: 23) by the audience. He further notes
that understatements are not stylistic strategies but pertain to content because they
operate within and on the proposition. From this perspective, understatements serve
to delimit "a liability commitment" (ibid.: 14) for the demand imposed by a claim.
B&L identify understatements as indirectness and politeness markers that can be
contextually ambiguous in order to circumvent a threat to the hearer' s/reader' s face.
According to Leech (1983), the ambiguity created by an understatement makes it
difficult to interpret a proposition at face value.

Clyne (1987) and Quirk et al. (1985) note that understatements and their markers
are typically colloquial and are used predominantly in spoken English. In Lii-Shihs
(1988) observation, Chinese and Japanese expressions that can be translated in Eng
lish as quite/pretty (+ adjectives/adverbs) and not (too) bad are used in spoken and
colloquial contexts similar to those in which they are used in English and are also
employed to understate and hedge a proposition. M. Park (1979) explains that in
speech, Koreans tend to employ a variety of particles similar to the colloquial under
statements in English, such as fair(ly) and not bad. Not surprisingly, the NNS and
NS in the present study did not differ significantly in their use of understatements.

3.3. Syntactic markers and structures

(14) Passive voice (+ by-phrase)

The passive voice is a relatively common indirectness device that serves to
remove direct reference to the speaker and the hearer, and is used to avoid a poten
tial imposition or a threat to the speaker's/hearer's face (B&L). The passive voice
often serves as one of the more typical markers of academic writing and a detached
style that is intended to convey distance and uninvolvement (Biber, 1988; Myers,
1989). Agentless passive can also be employed to front thematic information or
remove the agent from the prominent sentence position (Jacobs, 1995). In fact,
Atkinson stipulates that '''scientific' passive" (1991: 68) is closely associated with
the conventionalized rhetorical constructs specific to Anglo-American academic
writing.

Using the passive voice appropriately, however, appears to be complex because of
its contextual, lexical, and semantic constraints. In the discussion of passive con
structions in academic writing, Swales and Feak (1994) present a series of examples
when, in context, the passive voice is more suitable than the active voice but add that
certain verbs, customarily used in academic discourse (e.g. show, provide, reveal),
should not be used in the passive. Master (1991) devoted a study to contexts in
which passive verbs are used in academic writing in English and observes that they
can function as hedges and most frequently occur with inanimate and abstract sub
jects. However, as Master also indicates, animacy and inanimacy of subject nouns is
a lexical notion that cannot be systematically translated from one language to
another; in Japanese, inanimate subjects are not used with passive verbs. Although
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Master (1991) provides detailed descripti ons of types of academic discourse where
the passive voice is more appropriate than the active, Owen (1993) shows that the
usage of the passive in English is seve rely lexically constrained and frequently
idiomatic and, therefore, not necessarily learned from demonstrations and textbooks.

Carlson (1988 ) found that the use of the passive in compositions of Chinese ESL
students appears to be topic- and subject-matter dependent ; however, it is not always
clea r which specific topics induce a greater rate of pass ive usage or what causes the
divergencies. On the other hand, Hoshi (1993) dis tinguishes between direct and indi
rect passives, both of which can have resultative and theme-front ing meanings. In
add ition , a certain class of Japanese subject-orie nted adve rbs require the passive in
rheme-fronted constructions so as to avoid the usage of direct subject reference and
project imprecision and indirectness. In Korean, the passive voice is also empl oyed
for the purposes of theme-rheme fronting and differentiation, thus marking indirect
ness and avoiding direct refere nces. However , the Korean passive voice is largely
lexical and often idiomatic (Kitahara, 1993). In Indonesian, passive construction s
necessarily entail a distinction between the benefic iary and the recipient of the action
expressed by the verb (Palmer, 1994).

It appears that in Chinese, Japanese, Korean, and Indone sian, the passive voice
and its uses carr y meanin gs, implications, and discourse purposes not ordinarily
encountered in the usage of English, and which can be employed to convey group
belonging and solidarity by avoiding pronoun references and demonstrating the
author's respect for the audience ' s opinions and perceptions. Because in these lan
guages, the meanings of the passive voice seem to be more diverse and contextually
involved thanjin Engli sh, NNSs possi bly used passive constructions significantly
more frequently than NSs in this study in order to express discourse constructs that
do not necessarily exist in English.

(15) Nominalization
Word s endin g in -ance, -(s)/ -(a)tion(s) , -mentt s), -ness, -ity(s)

In English, nominalization of verbs and adjectives in written discourse is often
assoc iated with politeness and indirectness. By nomin alizing verbs, the writer can
remove the " active 'doing" from the meaning and, thus, soften a threat to the read
er's face considera bly and reduce a directive to a sugges tion (B&L: 207) . Bhati a
asserts that nominal expressio ns in the academic genre " have gained a certain degree
of notor iety" because of their preva lence but also due to their perceived " pompos
ity" (1991 : 217). In his view, nominalization represents one of the conventions of
academic writin g, is employed for a spec ific communicative purpose, and requires a
shared knowledge of discourse norms.

As B&L indicate, the indirectness and politeness of nominalized forms exist in
many languages other than English. Iwasaki (1993) and McGloin (1984) explain that
in written Japanese, nomin alization is discourse-dependent: in explanatory and
descriptive contexts, nomin alization conveys indirectness and politeness. On the
other hand, assertions and directives cannot be nominalized, and such constructions
can rarely be softened or hedged . Heycock and Lee ( 1990) similarly found that nom-
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inalization in Korean depends on the type of the illocut ionary force in the context :
verbs and adjectives can be nominalized when an illocution is indirect and non-spe
cific, but cannot be in other con texts. The result s of Ca rlson ' s (1988) study demon
strate that although NSs of Ame rican Engl ish and Chinese employed nominalized
constructions in their academic essays, no marked differences in their usage were
identifi ed. Sim ilarly, the present study found no significant differences in nom inal
ization usage in NS and NNS writing.

(16) Conditional tenses
(if) + conditional tense, (unless) + conditional tense

Hypothetical constructi ons are often associated with indirec tness , ambiguity, and
politeness, when the speaker hedges the illocutionary force and presents propo sitions
and claims as if they would be denied or refused (B&L) . Conditional tenses can
occasionally be employed in written academic discourse, when the auth or attempts
to solicit the read er ' s agreement with a propo sition that he or she perceives to be
risky (Mye rs, 1989). The use of conditional tenses is an ambiguous indirectness
strategy that can preclude a threat to the writer's and the reader' s face. Conditional
tenses can also be employed as an indirect solidar ity strategy when the author
advances a claim with which everyone can potent ially agree (Myers, 1989). How
ever, Ford (1993), who identified conditionals as a struc ture predominantly found in
conversational discourse, states that the use of conditional tenses rarely make s for an
effective per suasive device and that it tend s to mark the proposition as probl ematic,
questionable, or delicate.

Bloom 's (198 1) findings show that although hypothet ical structures are commonly
used in Chinese , they include a precise presupp osition marker to indicate the dis
tinctions between hypothetical and counterfac tual statements, thus disambi guating
conditional constructions. In addition, the discoursal implica tions entailed in English
hypothetical and/or counterfac tual propositions are not common in Chinese. Both
Bloom (1981 ) and Matalene (1985) reported that their Chinese students of English
had difficulty understanding the meanings of English conditional tenses and did not
use them appropriately in their writing. M. Park (1979) notes that although hypo
thetical and counterfactual particl es exist in Korean, they characterize conversational
rather than written discourse. According to Fujii, conditionals in Japanese as in Chi
nese, are typical of spoken discourse and are distinctly marked for counterfac tual
and hypoth etical meanings; the pragmatic frame of the meanings is " based on com
mon world knowledge" (1991: 356) and does not entai l implications beyond those
stated in the proposition. In the present study, NNSs and NSs use of conditional
tenses did not differ significantly.

4. Conclusions

To summarize, the outcomes of this study have confirmed earlier findin gs
(Cherry , 1988; Myers, 1989 ; Swales, 1990) that indi rectness strategies associated

.>:
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with spoken discourse are also employed in written academic prose. In particular,
NS and NNS writin g has been examined with regard to contextual usage of twenty
one types of indirectness devices and markers. Although the frequencies of their uti
lization varied to a smaller or greater degree, most of these have been identified in
the writing of uni versity students, who were speakers of American English, Chinese,
Korean, Japanese, and Indonesian. The results of this study further indicate that
whereas a number of indirectness markers in NNS compositions were used at signif
icantly grea ter rates than in NS ess ays, other indirectness devic es were not.

The rhetorical traditions based on Confucian, Taoist, and Buddhist philosophical
precept s operate within framework s and paradi gm s recognizabl y different from
those accepted in the Anglo-American writ ing tradit ion which is structured around
Aristotelian notions of directness , ju stification, and proof. Although the writing of
Chinese, Korean , Japanese, and Indonesian students frequently appears vague and
indirect to NSs of American English, the findings of this study , based on a corpus
analysis, de monstrate that such perceptions are only part ially justified. The numer
ous rater-b ased investigations that were centered around impressionistic judgments
of writing samples may be biased or otherwise unreli able with regard to the specific
characteristics of NNS writing. Although the validity of raters ' impressions is usu 
ally supported by statistical correlations of the jud gments on a numerical scale
desi gned for a particular investigation, such statistical ana lyses do not preclude the
possibil ity that two or three raters (typically NSs of American English) can display
simil ar, but nonetheless subjective, judgments of complex and multi-faceted rhetori
cal not ions, such as indirec tness in written discourse.

Such prominent sentence- and phrase-lev el textual features as questions, denials,
repetition (and redundancy), and the passive voice have long been discouraged in Ll
compos itions, and essay evaluators are usuall y aware of these undesirable features of
writing. Simi larly, the use of demonstrat ive and indefinite pronouns is routinely
assoc iated with a colloquial style inappropriate in formal and academic writing
(Swa les and Feak, 1994 ). For example, in Connor's (1987b: 82) stud y, L2 essays
written by speakers of Japanese were rated lower than those by NSs and speakers of
Spanish because the writing of the Jap anese was " too informal", and included
"inappropriate ... discourse makers". The essa ys of Chinese students seem to be
rated lower than those of NSs and speakers of Spanish becau se, among other fea 
tures, they includ e inappropriate qualifiers, vague words, and abstract nouns (Carl 
son, 1988 ). As Reid (1990: 202) asserts, "native-speaker raters give higher scores to
nativ e-speaker students who present their ideas conc isely and use precise diction".

Liebm an (1992) states that NNSs who received writin g instru ction in L 1 educa
tional settings may misinterpret the goals of the teachin g of L2 composition. She
found , for exampl e, that Japanese stud ents perce ived writing as serving prim arily
expressi ve functions, while speakers of Arabic expected writin g to be transactional.
It appears that the expec tations of writing in Engl ish-speakin g academia should be
addressed explicitl y. In addition, students may need to be taught how rhetorical and
lingu istic construc ts can be empl oyed in writing to further the goa ls with which com
position is taught in English-speaking environments. ESL writing and composition
instruction frequently focus on textual organization and the grammaticality of lin-
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guistic structures. The findings of this study indicate a need to address such issues as
style, tone , colloquialisms, appropriateness, vagueness, and textu al directness. It may
be that training students how to use a particular structure need s to be supplemented
with when, where, and why such a structure should (or should not ) be used. Further
more, L2 writing pedagogy can spec ifica lly contrast discourse functions and impli
cations of certain rhetorical and linguistic features in academic writing in English
and other langu ages.

Appendix: Prompts for NS and NNS essays

NSs
(I ) What is yo ur major? Describe your va lues and charac teristics that ca used you to make

this cho ice.
(2) Descri be how you or your chosen ca reer can benefit our country.

NNSs
(I) What job or profession are you preparin g for? What are your per sonal views and quali

ties that made you choose this field of study?
(2) Discuss how you or your training in your major can contribute to the development of

your country. Use detailed reason s and examples .
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