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COMMUNICATION CHALLENGES IN REAL-LIFE AND 
VIRTUAL DIALOGUES  
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INTERACTIVE VALUES OF VAGUENESS 
ASSIGNING EVENTS AND EXPERIENCES TO CONCEPTUAL 

CATEGORIES IN ROMANIAN CONVERSATIONAL DISCOURSE 

Diana Hornoiu1 

Abstract: Vagueness in language generally takes on negative connotations. 
Vagueness in reference is often stigmatized because it is seen as a deviation from precision 
and clarity and is associated with vagueness in thinking. Traditional approaches to 
reference assignment generally assume that the communication is successful if the 
addressee can uniquely identify each entity that the speaker refers to. Although this may be 
the case in some speech events and for some discourse entities, there are nevertheless cases 
when a vague characterization may not only be sufficient, but also preferable. Applying a 
theoretical framework that blends elements of conversation analysis, politeness theory 
(Brown and Levinson 1987) and relevance theory (Sperber and Wilson, 1995), this paper 
demonstrates that vague expressions used in assigning events and experiences to 
conceptual categories rarely trigger detectable misunderstanding. In some contexts, vague 
expressions can be more effective than the explicit ones in conveying the intended meaning. 
Their success depends on the exploitation of common ground in managing conversational 
implicature. The analysis is based on a corpus of naturally occurring conversations in 
Romanian recorded and transcribed within the framework of conversation analysis.  

Key words: relevance; vagueness; implicature; general extenders; downtoners; 
placeholder words; common ground; positive politeness.  

 
Introduction 
 
It is generally assumed that vague expressions take on negative connotations. Such 
forms are stigmatized because they are “assumed to reflect vague and inexplicit 
speech” (Dines 1980: 19). The negative value attached to the use of vague 
language seems to come from a feeling that vagueness in reference stems from 
vagueness in thinking, and hence stupidity. Those who stigmatize the use of vague 
expressions embrace the view that language should be ideally precise. However, 
this is a rather plain view of what amounts to efficient communication. Stubbs 
(1986) argues that, in itself, precise language is not necessarily more efficient than 
vague language. Channell (1994: 3) argues a more general point, that “vagueness in 
language is neither all ‘bad’ nor all ‘good’. What matters is that vague language is 
used appropriately”.  
 Williamson (1994) takes a similar view arguing that, in certain contexts, 
vagueness is a desirable feature of natural languages. He points out that vague 
expressions might better serve the purpose at hand and “too much precision can 
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lead to time wasting and inflexibility” (Williamson 1994: 4869). Thus, the ability 
to vary the precision of utterances and to use them in contextually appropriate ways 
becomes a crucial part of the speaker’s communicative competence.  
 This paper proposes an interactional approach to the concept of vagueness 
which blends elements of conversation analysis, politeness theory (Brown and 
Levinson 1987) and relevance theory (Sperber and Wilson, 1995). Vagueness is 
not only an inherent feature of natural language but also an interactional strategy. 
When dealing with various communicative tasks, speakers may choose to employ 
vague expressions for strategic reasons. Varying the level of vagueness may help 
rather than hinder the addressee in finding the best match between the 
communicated and the intended meaning. 
 The paper focuses on the communicative task of assigning events and 
experiences to conceptual categories. The analysis focuses on the use of general 
extenders, downtoners and place holder words in Romanian conversational 
discourse. The aim of the paper is two-fold. Firstly, it determines ways in which 
these vague referring expressions are not just good-enough substitutes for precise 
expressions, but are the preferred choice in some contexts due to their greater 
efficiency (Sperber and Wilson 1995: 46-48). Secondly, it determines the extent to 
which vague expressions may carry meanings which are more relevant than those 
conveyed by precise expressions.  
 
Vagueness and the relevance theory 
 
In their relevance theory, Sperber and Wilson (1991: 540) treat vagueness, or loose 
talk, in their terminology, as a pragmatic analogue of semantic vagueness. They 
view loose uses as non-literal uses of language “based on resemblance relations 
among representations” (Sperber and Wilson 1991: 546). In general, an utterance is 
said to express a proposition. As such it conveys some state of affairs which 
constitutes the truth conditions of this proposition. However, utterances are not 
confined to representations of state of affairs. Their meaning can also rely on 
resemblance relations. Thus, an utterance can also be used to represent any other 
phenomenon which it resembles in some respects. In order to distinguish between 
these two aspects of representation, namely representation in virtue of truth-
conditions and representation in virtue of resemblance relations, Sperber and 
Wilson call the former ‘description’ and the latter ‘interpretation’. Descriptively, an 
utterance expresses a proposition that represents/describes the world in a certain 
way and so has truth-conditions. Interpretively, an utterance is used to represent 
another object (e.g. thought, utterance) it resembles. For instance, in directly 
quoted speech an utterance is used to represent another utterance with which it 
shares linguistic properties; in translation an utterance is used to represent another 
utterance with which it shares semantic properties. When an utterance is used to 
represent not a state of affairs but another utterance that it resembles we deal with 
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interpretive resemblance and interpretive use. Vague expressions are said to 
involve interpretive rather than descriptive dimensions of language use (Sperber 
and Wilson, 1991: 546).  
 Resemblance can be defined as the similarity of representations in terms of 
their content. The relationship between two similar representations is called 
‘interpretive resemblance’. ‘Interpretive resemblance’ is a comparative notion 
since the degree of resemblance can vary: it can be very high, e.g. in the case of a 
directly quoted speech, or it may be very low, e.g. in the case of a report or 
summary of somebody else’s utterance. In each case, the addressee is expected to 
“identify the respects in which the resemblance holds” (Blakemore, 1992: 104).  
 Sperber and Wilson take the notion of interpretive resemblance one step 
further and apply it to intrinsic properties of thoughts. They argue that “there is an 
even more essential interpretive use of utterances: on a more fundamental level, 
every utterance is used to represent a thought of the speaker’s” (Sperber and 
Wilson, 1995: 230). Under this interpretation, an utterance always relies on 
resemblance relations. In other words, there is an underlying assumption that an 
utterance can never have the same contextual and analytical implication as the 
thought the speaker has in mind. Thus, in Sperber and Wilson’s view an utterance 
is only an approximation to the thought entertained by the speaker.  
 The meaning conveyed by the speaker cannot always be expected to be a 
literal one. In some context a literal interpretation is far from being the most 
appropriate one for successful communication. In using vague expressions, the 
speaker is committed to only some of the analytical and conceptual implications of 
the proposition. Consequently, the addressee is expected to carry out the task of 
constructing a set of contextual implications as intended by the speaker with a view 
to achieving common ground.  
 In terms of its truth-conditions, a vague utterance is not regarded as 
‘approximately true’. A vague proposition generally bears a literal truth-conditional 
meaning. According to Sperber and Wilson, “the truth-conditional relation between 
propositions and the state of affairs they represent remains unaltered: what varies is 
how closely the proposition expressed is taken to represent the speaker’s thought” 
(Sperber and Wilson, 1991: 564). Following Sperber and Wilson (1991, 1995), the 
analysis of the empirical data reported in this paper supports the view that, in some 
contexts, vague expressions are more efficient than precise terms in guiding the 
addressee through the process of inferring the intended meaning. 
 
Database and methodology  
 
The excerpts analysed in this paper are taken from a ten-hour corpus of face-to-
face naturally occurring conversation that I recorded as part of a research project 
comprising both mixed and same-sex interactions with a view to exploring the 
speaking practices of Romanian women and men in both formal and informal 
settings (Hornoiu 2007). The participants include twenty-four individuals (twenty 
females and four males), whose ages ranged from thirteen to sixty-four (including 
ten adolescents, eight in their twenties, two in their thirties, three in their forties, 
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and one in her sixties. The primary database was collected with one Panasonic 
MiniCassette Recorder (RQ-L30). 

My primary concern in gathering the data on informal conversation has 
been to avoid the constraints inherent in a one-to-one interview where the 
interviewer is present. Therefore I have chosen not to be present while the 
informants were engaged in conversation hoping that the constraints stemming 
from the informants’ knowledge that they are being observed can be alleviated.  

I asked some of the participants to pair up with their same-sex best friend 
and talk about ‘stuff’ in a familiar setting; the topic for discussion, however, was 
up to the informants. The choice to group them in dyads rather than in triads or in 
even larger groups was made with the view to avoiding the technical problem of 
recording each speaker on a different track. On the other hand, I have chosen to 
interview best friends because I hold the view that the closest we can come to 
getting natural speech in an interview situation is by interviewing groups of peer. 
This type of interview is the context most conducive to obtaining casual speech 
since the normal patterns of group interaction can direct attention away from the 
tape recorder.  

All those involved in this project provided information on their social 
background and granted permission for the data to be used for linguistic analysis. 
Throughout the process, participants were free to edit and delete material as they 
wished. By handing over control of the recording process in this way, I managed to 
develop a relationship with my informants based on mutual trust which, over a 
period of time, made it easy for the participants to ignore the recording equipment. 
As a result, in return for guarantees of anonymity and confidentiality, the 
informants trusted me with a wide range of fascinating material. All names are 
fictionalised to protect participants’ identity. 

 
The analysis of the data 

Speakers do not just evoke referents; they also characterize entities, events and 
experiences by assigning them to conceptual categories. In some cases, speakers 
may believe that a conventional category appropriately describes the experience. 
But in other cases speakers may be forced to use a category that is limited in its 
ability to characterize the experience, and they may want to convey a sense of that 
limitation to the addressee. This can be achieved implicitly by using a variety of 
expressions that have a fuzzy denotation or by explicitly flagging vagueness 
thorough the use general extenders, downtoners or placeholder words.  

General extenders 

One way for the speaker to flag concepts as vague is to use general extenders 
(Overstreet 1999) or vague category identifiers (Channell 1994).  They are 
expressions that typically occur in clause-final position and have the structure 
conjunction + NP. They have been divided into two sets: adjunctive general 
extenders (i.e. phrases beginning with and such as and stuff, and everything, and 
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things like that, etc) and disjunctive general extenders, this latter set including 
such phrases beginning with or as or something, or anything (Overstreet 1999:3)2.  
This is a rough classification, however, since there are occasions when the actual 
conjunctions are missing.  In most cases, general extenders are analyzed as 
indicating additional members of a list, set, or category. 

From a cognitive categorial perspective, general extenders co-occur with a 
named exemplar (or exemplars) whose characteristics enable the hearer to infer 
additional or alternate members of the category the speaker has in mind. Following 
this approach, a noun phrase such as apples and stuff might be analyzed as having 
the same referent as the category fruit. There are several reasons why a speaker 
may choose to use a general extender rather than to refer to the category by name. 
First, by naming an item (or items), and then using a general extender to implicate 
a lexicalized category, speakers can refer to a category whose name they either do 
not know, or cannot recall. Second, in using a general extender a speaker can 
identify members of a category for a hearer who may be unfamiliar with the 
category, or with its name. Finally, naming a specific exemplar and indicating 
“more” with a general extender allows a speaker to emphasize or highlight certain 
members of the category (Overstreet 1999:45).  

However, it has become apparent that in actual usage general extenders do 
not appear to be used with category implication as their most obvious function. 
Rather, when viewed in terms of their role within the interactive exchange of talk, 
general extenders appear to take on a new dimension that is interpersonal and tied 
to the nature of the social relationships holding among participants. In natural 
conversation general extenders are not so much list completers or category 
identifiers as markers of shared knowledge and experience, or markers of the 
speaker’s attitude towards the message expressed, or towards the addressee. In 
what follows the focus of our analysis will shift from a concern with the cognitive 
and the categorial to the role general extenders play in creating inter-subjectivity3 

                                                     
2 The following list, long yet not exhaustive, based on Overstreet (1999:3) provides an idea 
of the range of possible types of expressions that could be classified as general extenders: 
and stuff (like that),  or something (like that); and all (that),  or anything (like that); and 
everything (like that),  or what; and blah blah blah,  or whatever; and that,  or what have 
you; and the like,  or anyone (like that); and such,  or anybody (like that); and what have 
you,  or someone (like that); and so on,  or somebody (like that); and so forth,  or 
someplace (like that); and whatnot,  or somewhere (like that); and the rest; and this and 
that; and whatever; and you name it; and the whole kit and caboodle; and the whole nine 
yards; and the whole bit/thing; and (all) {this/that}; and (all) (this/that) {sort/kind/type} of;  
{crap/thing/jazz/junk/mess/nonsense/shit/stuff}; and {crap/things/junk/shit/stuff} (like 
this/that); and {business /crap/things/junk/shit) of (this/that};  {kind/sort/ilk/nature}; et 
cetera.   
3 Inter-subjectivity is the process whereby participants can reach similar interpretations of 
the world despite the fact that individual mental worlds are necessarily distinct and no two 
individuals will share identical concepts; this achievement is ascribed to an assumption of 
shared knowledge and a shared world (Schegloff 1992; Schiffrin 1990, 1994); social actors 
behave as if the external world is sufficiently the same for them as it is for others. 
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or “reciprocity of perspectives” (see Cicourel 1974, Schegloff 1992, Schutz and 
Luckmann 1977) by invoking shared knowledge and shared experience.  

It has been argued that the type of shared experiential knowledge that the 
addressee needs in order to infer what the speaker may implicate in using a general 
extender ranges along “a continuum from broad, cultural, or general knowledge 
potentially shared by many, to knowledge that is shared only by a small number of 
interactants” (Overstreet 1999:69). Excerpts 1 and 2 illustrate the use of general 
extenders that implicate broad cultural knowledge shared by many. In excerpt 1 
Rodica is expressing her dissatisfaction towards the medical system in Romania 
quoting an acquaintance who argued that in order to receive proper medical care 
one has no choice but to tip medical staff. In order to infer what is implicated by 
the general extender tot tot (“everybody everybody”) in lines 3 and 4, the addressee 
is assumed to recognize the named items, portar asistentǎ infirmierǎ (‘doorman, 
nurse’), as members of the medical staff.  
 
Excerpt 1  
1 Rodica: şi spunea asta ce nenorocire e în spital cum ‘trebuie  
                 and she said that what a tragedy there is in hospitals how ‘you have to 
2               de la poartǎ trebuie să stai cu banii-n mînă 
                 from the gate on you have to give them the money 
3               portar asistentă infirmieră tot tot 
                 doorman, nurse, everybody everybody 
4               a doua zi la fel portar asistentă infirmieră tot tot  
                 the next day, the same: doorman, nurse, everybody everybody the next 

day, the same:   
                 doorman, nurse, everybody everybody 
5               altfel nici nu se uită’ 
                 otherwise, they don’t even look at you 
 
Excerpt 2 taken from the same conversational exchange offers a similar example. 
Here Rodica mentions another example (her aunt’s experience) that lends weight to 
her view that one has no choice but to spend a lot of money on tipping medical 
staff.  
 
Excerpt 2  
1 Rodica:  io ştiu de la mătuşă-mea de astă vară 
                 I know it from my aunt last summer 
2               ca să-i schimbe perfu::ziile să-i schimbe so::nda şi aşa mai departe 
                 in order to give her intravenous nutrition to change her probe and so on 
3               trebuia să le dai bani       
                 you had to give them money 
 
In using the general extender şi aşa mai departe (‘and so on’) after the subordinate 
clauses of purpose ca sǎ-i schimbe perfuziile ca sǎ-i schimbe sonda (‘in order to 
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give her intravenous nutrition to change her probe’), the speaker assumes that the 
addressee will infer that the general extender implicates various other ways in 
which members of the medical staff take care of their patients. The conventional 
set of “ways of taking care of patients in hospitals” may qualify as a kind of broad 
or general knowledge that the analyst, as a non-participant in the interaction, can 
attribute easily to the participants.  

As we move towards the far end of the continuum, there may be occasions 
when the knowledge shared between participants seems inaccessible to non-
participants. In a discussion of “the architecture of inter-subjectivity”, Rommetveit 
(1974: 29) argues that “similar states of nearly perfect complementarity and 
synchronization of intentions and thoughts” may result in conversations that are 
cryptic to outsiders but are perfectly understood by the interactants. For the 
purposes of illustration, consider excerpt 3 which, although it is not based on a 
private way of seeing the world shared exclusively by the participants only, 
demonstrates that the interpretation of the general extender şi cu draci şi cu toate 
astea (‘and with shit and all the stuff’) does depend on having access to some 
specialized knowledge shared by the participants. But for this knowledge, a 
non-participant would not know that Maria’s use of the general extender implicates 
a reference to Hermann Hesse’s work. 

The activation of shared experiential knowledge as a result of the speaker’s 
use of a general extender leads to inter-subjective understanding which is co-
constructed by participants in the course of the interaction. The point of interest in 
this excerpt 3 is line 7, where Maria mentions that she found text analyses focusing 
on characters (presumably on ways characterization is achieved) and then uses 
another general extender cu nu ştiu ce (literally: ‘with I don’t know what’, i.e. and 
the rest/and the like), thus demonstrating an expectation that Iulia will recognize 
that she implicates other “issues that are relevant in a literary analysis”, i.e. setting, 
atmosphere, narrative technique, etc. Indeed, Iulia demonstrates such an 
understanding by offering an evaluation of the piece of information supplied by 
Maria as being mişto ‘cool’. The fact that Iulia does not make use of requests for 
clarification, but on the contrary uses two questions in lines 4 and 6 (în germanǎ 
totu’ ‘all in German’; şi comentariu de text ‘and text analysis as well’) that 
elaborate on the topic under discussion and an additional characterization at the end 
of the extract (ce mişto ‘how cool’) demonstrates that she inferred correctly the 
meaning of the general extenders used by Maria and this correct inference is based 
on inter-subjective understanding. 
 
Excerpt 3  
1 Maria:  a::::   mǎi am gǎsit sǎ ştii 
               ah, I’ve found some more, you know 
2             am gǎsit şi cu:: lupul de ste::pǎ i cu jocu’ cu mǎrgelele şi cu siddhartha  
               I’ve found some with the prairie wolf and playing with beads and with 

siddhartha as well 
3             şi cu draci şi cu toate astea ştii 
               and with shit and all the stuff, you know 
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4 Iulia:    în germanǎ totu’? 
               all in German? 
5 Maria:  da mǎ în germanǎ [şi am gǎsit 
              yeah, in German, and I’ve found 
6 Iulia:  [şi comentariu de ↑text 
              and text analysis as well? 
7 Maria:  şi comentariu de text am gǎsit cu personaje cu nu ştiu ce 
                I’ve found some text analysis as well, with characters, with whatever  
8 Iulia:   ce mişto 
              how cool 
 
 In excerpts 2 and 3 the speaker’s use of vague category identifiers invites 
the addressee to use their shared knowledge to interpret the utterance and establish 
the referent; the addressee’s responses demonstrates that they were doing just that. 
This process of creating inter-subjectivity is guided by the principle of relevance 
and it exploits the common ground between the speaker and the addressee.   
 
Downtoners  
 
Downtoners are hedging expressions such as sort of, kind of, a bit of. They 
introduce or increase the degree of vagueness of a sentence or utterance. They 
signal that the degree of resemblance between what the speaker had in mind and 
the utterance that he is producing is not as close as the addressee might expect. In 
other words, downtoners signal that there is a relevant mismatch between the 
prototype and the item being described.   

Excerpt 4 is taken from a conversation on complementary medicine and 
herbal remedies and exemplifies the intricately woven fabric of downtoners and 
extreme case formulations.  
 
Excerpt 4  
1 Iulia:  asta pentru ce o iei? 
 what do you take this for? 
2 Maria:  uite să-ţi spună alina [pentru de toate    
 well, alina can tell you (it’s good) for all kinds of things 
3 Iulia: [să nu mai ai poftă de mîncare= 
 to assuage your appetite 
4 Maria:  =pentru de toate 
 for all kinds of things 
5 Alina:  în general cele care sînt bune de–  pentru toate nu prea sînt bune 
 in general those that are good for- for all kinds of things aren’t that 

good 
6 Maria:  deloc ăăă? 
   at all?   
7 Alina:  da mă rog au oarece 
 well they’ve got some 
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8 Maria:  dar am înţeles că–  
  but I’ve heard that- 
9 Alina:  da’ spirulina asta cre’ că e- a ajuns aşa: un fel de apă sfiinţită 
 yeah, the spiruline has come to be some sort of holy water 
 

Both Maria and Alina are at pains not to disagree with each other while 
stating their rather conflicting opinions. This leads them to hedge their extreme 
case formulations so as to hide disagreement conveying thus that they share 
common opinions. Previously in the conversation Maria mentioned spirulina, a 
drug based on algae extracts that she takes as part of her slimming diet, arguing in 
line 2 that it is good for everything. Notice that she uses an extreme case 
formulation. Since her opinion is delivered in overlap with Iulia’s turn which 
supplies in line 3 a possible reason for taking this drug (sǎ nu mai ai poftǎ de 
mîncare – ‘to assuage your appetite’, Maria repeats her extreme case formulation 
in line 4 when she emerges into the clear. Moreover, she expects Alina, who is a 
doctor, to agree with her opinion: uite sǎ-ti spunǎ Alina (e) pentru de toate (‘well, 
Alina can tell you it’s good for all kinds of things’). Maria’s use of an extreme case 
formulation proves to be a risky strategy, in light of her desire to agree, since she is 
unaware of her addressee’s opinion. Alina does not seem to agree with Maria since 
the point she is about to make in line 5 is that drugs that are claimed to be good for 
all kinds of things are not very efficient, and this would stand in total disagreement 
with Maria’s opinion. However, in line 5 Alina seems to be attending to the 
capacity for simple unmodified generalizations to be taken as equivalents to 
extreme case formulations. Consequently, she uses two softeners în general (‘in 
general’) and (nu) prea (‘hardly’) which enable her to mitigate the force of an 
utterance that might stand in total disagreement with her interlocutor’s assertion. 
Thus she makes a more plausible claim that is in keeping with her wish to avoid 
disagreement with Maria. 

Maria, on the other hand, shifts to another point of view and aligns with 
Alina’s position by supplying in line 6 the adverb deloc (‘not at all’), an 
anticipatory completion that reinforces Alina’s opinion. Thus Maria abandons her 
initial point of view in order to claim common opinion with Alina. The upshot that 
emerges from this collaboratively produced sentence amounts to another extreme 
case formulation that stands in complete disagreement with Maria’s initial opinion: 
“drugs that are good for all kinds of things aren’t good at all”. Apparently they 
have reached agreement, but reaching this agreement means rejecting Maria’s 
initial opinion, something Alina would rather not do. Hence Alina’s unexpected 
turn in line 7: da, mă rog, au oare ce (‘yeah, well, they have sort of’) consisting of 
a token agreement (da, mă rog – ‘yeah, well’), meant to hide her partial 
disagreement with the assertion jointly produced by her and Maria, and a softener 
(au oare ce), meant to mitigate the force of the jointly produced utterance that 
amounts to an extreme case formulation (which as we have already seen stands in 
disagreement with Maria’s initial opinion). Alina’s turn in line 7, far from showing 
lack of assertiveness, actually signals her concern for Maria’s positive face. The 
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same goes for Maria who, after stating an opinion which later seems not to be 
favoured by Alina, embraces Alina’s totally conflicting opinion by producing a 
collaboratively built sentence meant to signal shared point of view.  

Excerpt 4 shows the interplay between extreme case formulations meant to 
create involvement and instances of token agreement and downtoners meant to 
hedge the illocutionary force and to avoid the disagreement that might be triggered 
by the former.  From a relevance-theoretical perspective, downtoners represent a 
loose use of language. They indicate that the meaning the speaker wants to convey 
is not sufficiently covered by an available word.  
 
Placeholder words 
 
Speakers can be so vague as to use expressions that convey no referential content 
in themselves but instead invite the listener to infer a referent. In her analysis, 
Channel (1994: 157) includes terms like stuff, thing, things, what-do-you-call-it as 
examples of vague placeholders words. According to Yule (1996), they enable the 
speaker “to refer to an entity or a person without knowing exactly which ‘name’ 
would be the best word to use”. The speaker may not know an appropriate name or 
he may not be able to access it at the moment of speaking. Channel (1994: 162) 
also suggests that a speaker who has access to an appropriate name may prefer not 
to use it in order to avoid using an offensive or a taboo word, being derogatory, 
being pretentious, or revealing pronunciation problems.  
 Evaluating the meaning of these terms, it is obvious that the pragmatic 
meaning is more crucial than the semantic meaning. Semantically these words can 
only be described as placeholders for nouns/names. However, the successful use of 
such expressions demonstrates that collaboration is an essential part of reference, 
as their meaning depends critically on the context of utterance and on the common 
ground holding between the speaker and addressee.  
 In situations in which the speaker cannot access a name, the use of a 
placeholder word may allow her to maintain the flow of conversation going. 
Excerpt 5 is a case in point. In lines 5 and 6 Maria lists several activities that her 
husband is supposed to do in organizing a concert. As she cannot assign these 
activities to a category that she has in mind, organizing a concert, she uses the 
placeholder name nu știu ce (‘I don’t know what’), in the middle of a list that 
includes various activities (e.g. i-ai p-ăia, du-i la hotel, pune-i la mîncare, du-i să 
facă probe – ‘pick them up, take them to the hotel, to eat, take them to rehearsal’) 
belonging in the respective category. Thus the activities mentioned and the use of 
the placeholder facilitates reference assignment and keeps the flow of conversation 
going. By keeping the flow of conversation going the speaker signals not only her 
involvement with the discussion topic elicited by her partner, but also with the 
relationship holding between the two participants in the speech event.     
 
Excerpt 5  
1 Iulia:   bogdan? =                    ce face? a terminat cu concertu’?= 
 bogdan?  what is he doing? has he finished with the concert? 
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2 Maria:  =eh bogdan                                                  = nu sîmbătă 
 eh, bogdan                                                     no, on Saturday 
3 Iulia:    =aha 
 aha 
4 Maria:  tre’ să îţi dai seama că aleargă ca nebunu’ pînă vin ăia 
 you’ve got to know he’s running around like crazy until they come 
5             ia-i p-ăia du-i la hotel pune-i la mîncare pînă nu ştiu ce 
   pick them up, take them to the hotel, to eat ‘til I don’t know what 
6             du-i să   [facă probe du-i să facă aia 
 take them to rehearsal, take to do that and that 
7 Iulia: [pe cine                                pe cine la hotel?  
 whom              whom is he taking to the hotel? 
8 Maria:   păi p-ăia care cîntă 
 well, the singers 

 
 Speakers may have other reasons for which they resort to using 
placeholders. In excerpt 6, the speaker does not seem to be confronted with a word-
finding problem as she is discussing the structure of her doctoral dissertation, she 
refers to the concepts she will analyse from a pragmatic approach to discourse as 
nu ştiu ce (‘I don’t know what’). Although it may be difficult for an individual 
unfamiliar with this branch of linguistic investigation to correctly establish the 
referent of the vague expression nu știu ce (‘I don’t know what/whatever’), there 
are still a relatively large number of individuals who would be able to make sense 
of it, as a result of certain amount of shared knowledge, namely that the chapter in 
question will probably address, for instance, such issues as implicature, speech acts 
or deixis.  
 
Excerpt 6  
1 B :  ca un capitol gîndesc sǎ nu iau enunţul aşa ca : palier de mijloc pentru ce 

este sub          
 as a chapter, I’m thinking of taking the utterance as a midway for what’s 

below 
2       enunţ şi pentru ce este peste enunţ  
         the utterance and for what’s above the utterance 
3      pentru cǎ o parte sǎ fie de pragmaticǎ a textului dialogului nu ştiu ce 
         so that a part can be about the pragmatics of the text, of the dialogue, 

whatever 
 (Ionescu-Ruxăndoiu 2002) 

The question then arises as to why the speaker uses a vague term instead of a more 
precise one. We believe that the use of a vague term implies additional effects that 
the speaker may have hoped the addressee to access. The speaker might have 
intended to maintain an informal atmosphere in order to establish more 
camaraderie. On this interpretation, the use of precise technical terms pertaining to 
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the field of pragmatics would have appeared too formal and pretentious. Any of 
these additional meanings are not strongly but weakly communicated by the 
speaker, which means that it is the addressee who is held responsible for 
interpreting these implicit meanings and establishing the identity of the referent as 
a result of an inferential chain. 
 Excerpts 7 and 8, taken from adolescents’ talk, illustrate a similar situation 
where the speaker does seem to have a problem with finding the appropriate words 
to convey the intended meaning but instead she uses the vague term chestie 
(‘thing’).  
 
Excerpt 7  
1 Raluca:  io sînt prietenǎ cu irina deci noi sîntem ca douǎ surori  
                 irina and I are friends; so we’re like sisters 
2               şi pǎrinţii noştri nici mǎcar- a::: ştiu una de alta da’ nu se cunosc 
                and our parents don’t even aaa, they know about us, but they don’t 

know each other 
3               sau dacǎ se cunosc nu se salutǎ 
                 or, if they know each other, they don’t greet each other 
4 Mona:  sǎ ştii cǎ am şi eu [o prietenǎ foarte bunǎ 
              you know I’ve got a very good friend too  
5 Raluca: [e o chestie ciudatǎ 
 it’s weird 
       
Excerpt 8  
4 Raluca:  şi:: cînd a fost cu sorin (.) chestia cum a fost (.) io la plajǎ- 
                 and when she hung out with sorin (.), the thing was (.), at the beach, I      
5              io-l ştiam pe sorin din liceu şi-l ştiam din vedere  
                I’ve known sorin since high school and I’ve known him by sight 
6               de cînd am fost cu tibi de fapt il ştiam 
                 actually, I’ve known him since I started hanging out with tibi 
 
The use of the vague placeholder instead of a precise term in the two excerpts 
above might fulfill social goals by maintaining an informal atmosphere based on 
camaraderie and inviting collaboration on the part of the addressee who is expected 
to supply any intended meaning that is left unexpressed.  
 
Conclusions 
 
Vague expressions are pervasive in naturally occurring conversational discourse 
where they serve a variety of functions. The analysis of our corpus has shown that 
they are not just a poor substitute of a precise term. Rather they convey meaning 
that is different from, and more relevant than a precise expression would.  
 The analysis of my empirical data has focused on the use of three types of 
vague expressions employed in assigning entities and events to conceptual 
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categories: general extenders, downtoners and place holder terms. The data 
examined so far suggest that they serve a variety of discourse functions. One the 
one hand, they may function as focusing devices, directing the addressee’s 
attention to the most relevant information. They may guide the addressee in 
interpreting appropriateness of fit of an entity to a conceptual category. 
Additionally, they play an important role in managing conversational implicature, 
especially relevance-related implicature. They may place descriptions on a scale 
and thus provide a reference point that is instrumental in drawing inferences.  
 Finally, vague expressions may serve various social functions. They may 
serve as positive politeness strategies softening the illocutionary force of implicit 
complaints or of various expressions that may trigger disagreement. They also 
provide a way of establishing social bond by invoking shared knowledge and 
experiences or by maintaining an informal atmosphere based on camaraderie. They 
invite collaboration on the part of the addressee to the extent to which the latter is 
expected to supply any intended meaning that is left unexpressed.  
 
Transcription symbols 
 
The transcription conventions used for transcribing the conversations analyzed in 
this paper are adopted with some changes from Ochs, Schegloff and Thompson 
(1996: 461-65). One important difference between these conventions and the ones 
cited in our book is that capital letters are neither used in the beginning of turns nor 
for new turn constructional units. Nor are they used at the beginning of proper 
nouns. Capital letters are used to indicate some form of emphasis. 
 The conversations have been transcribed phonetically. Thus I depart from 
some of the current spelling rules that apply to the letters î/â in medial position. I 
use the letter â only in such words as român/românesc/româneşte/România. 
Similarly, I use two variants for the verbal forms of a fi (to be) in first person 
singular and plural and in second and third persons plural (sînt/sunt; 
sîntem/suntem; sînteţi/sunteţi; sînt/sunt) depending on how our informants 
pronounce these forms.       
 
[ Separate left brackets, one above the other on two successive lines with 

utterances  
[  by different speakers, indicate the point of overlap onset. 
 
] Separate right square brackets, one above the other on two successive lines 

with  
] utterances by different speakers, indicates a point at which two overlapping 

utterances both end.         
=  Equal signs come in pairs: one at the end of a line and another at the start 

of the next line or one line shortly thereafter. They are used to indicate the 
following: 
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1. If the two lines connected by equal signs are by the same speaker, then 
there was a single continuous utterance, with no break or pause, which was 
broken up in order to accommodate the placement of overlapping talk. 

2. If the lines connected by two equal signs are by different speakers, then the 
second followed the first with no discernable silence between them or was 
lathed to it.    

 
(0.5) Numbers in parentheses indicate silence, approximately represented in 

tenths of a second. Silences may be marked within an utterance or between 
utterances. 

(.)    A dot in parentheses indicates a “micropause”, hearable but not readily 
measurable, usually less than 2 tenths a second. 

      
The punctuation marks are not used grammatically, but to indicate intonation. 
 
. The period indicates a falling, or final, intonation contour, not necessarily 

the end of a sentence. 
?  Similarly, a question mark indicates rising intonation, not necessarily an 

interrogative sentence. 
,  A comma indicates continuing intonation, not necessarily a clause 

boundary. 
::  Colons are used to indicate the prolongation or stretching of the sound just 

preceding them. The more colons, the longer the stretching. On the other 
hand, graphically stretching a word on the page by inserting blank spaces 
between the letters does not indicate how it was pronounced; it is used to 
allow alignment with overlapping talk. 

becau- A hyphen after a word or part of a word indicates a cut-off or self-
interruption, often done with a glottal or dental stop. 

word Underlining is used to indicate some form of stress or emphasis either by 
increase loudness or higher pitch. The more underlining, the greater the 
emphasis.  

WOrd Upper case indicates especially loud talk; the louder, the more letters in 
upper case. 

WOrd In extreme cases, upper case may be underlined. 
°  The degree sign indicates that the talk following is marked as being quiet 

or soft.  
°word° When there are two degree signs, the talk between them is marked as being 

softer than the talk around it. 
wo:rd If the letter(s) preceding a colon is/are underlined, then there is an inflected 

falling intonation contour on the vowel (you can hear the pitch turn 
downward). 

wo:rd If a colon is itself underlined, the there is an inflected rising intonation 
contour on the vowel (i.e., you can hear the pitch turn upward). 
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↑↓ The up and down arrows mark sharper rises or falls in pitch than would be 
indicated by combinations of colons and underlining, or they may mark a 
whole shift or resetting of pitch register at which the talk is being 
produced. 

>    < The combinations “more than” and “less than” symbols indicates that the 
talk between  

<    > them is compressed or rushed. Used in the reverse order, they can indicate 
that a stretch of talk is markedly slowed or drawn out. 

< The “less than” symbol by itself indicates that the immediately following 
talk is “jump-started” i.e. sounds like it starts with a rush.  

 
(cough)) Double are used to mark the transcriber’s description of events, rather 

than representations of them. 
(word) When all or part of an utterance is in parentheses, or the speaker 

identification is, this indicates uncertainty on the part of the transcriber, 
but represents a likely possibility. 

(    ) Empty parentheses indicate that something is being said, but no hearing, 
or in some cases speaker identification, can be achieved. 

(bu::t)/ Two parentheses separated by a slash represent alternative hearings of the 
same spate of talk 

(goo:d)    
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