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Abstract

This study investigates the use of the item thing in L1 and L2 speaker discourse in
the context of Australian employment interviews. Two main aspects are explored,
the relationship of thing with the notion of vagueness and its relationship with

implicature construction.

Given that most research on thing has been conducted in the area of vague
language (e.g. Channell, 1994; Cheng and Warren, 2001; Drave, 2002; Jucker,
Smith, and Ludge, 2003; Cutting, 2007), the notion of vagueness is first discussed.
From a review of recent semantic and pragmatic literature on vagueness a
definition and framework is developed. This definition and framework is then used
in a comparative analysis of the vagueness of thing in L1 and L2 speaker
discourse. The relationship of thing with vagueness is, therefore, explored in two
speaker groups.

Since the analysis only finds few instances of vagueness when thing is used, thing
is also discussed with respect to the cultural context of Australia and the speech
event of employment interviews. In particular, the study explores the effects that
speakers can generate by using thing in discourse, and, thus, its relationship with
implicatures is discussed. Based on previous research in the framework of
Relevance Theory (e.g. Sperber and Wilson, 1986/ 1995; Escandell-Vidal, 1998;
Jary, 1998a, 1998b), a model is developed in order to discuss the construction of
implicatures in the context where the use of thing was observed. From the
analysis, it is proposed that the L1 and L2 speakers of English differ in the effects

that their use of thing generates in the employment interviews recorded.
Possible reasons for differences in the L1 and L2 speaker use of thing with respect

to the notion of vagueness and regarding implicature construction are explored,

and implications of the different uses identified are discussed.

Vii



Statement of Candidate

| certify that the work in this thesis entitled “The thing about thing: Use of

vague language in L1 and L2 speaker employment interviews in Australia” has not
previously been submitted as part of requirements for a degree to any other
university or institution other than Macquarie University. Since this thesis has been
written under a cotutelle agreement, a slightly modified version will, however, be
submitted at another university at a later stage.

| also certify that the thesis is an original piece of research and has been written by
me. Any help and assistance that | have received in my research work and the
preparation of the thesis itself have been acknowledged, and all information
sources and literature used are indicated in the thesis.

The research presented in this thesis was approved by the Macquarie University
Ethics Review Committee, reference number HE240CT2008-D06147.

Denise Gassner
December 2012

viii



Acknowledgements

Writing this thesis has been a challenging adventure that has helped my

professional and personal development. However, | could not have done it alone.

First, | would like to acknowledge my supervisors Lynda Yates and Didier Maillat
for challenging discussions on the topic of vagueness and language use in a social
context. Being pushed out of my comfort zone helped me develop ideas, critically
reflect on them and improve the quality of my work. | would also like to thank Anne
Burns who guided my research in its initial stages and who introduced me to the
Applied Linguistics group at Macquarie (ALLE).

Second, | would like to thank the L1 and L2 speakers of English who agreed to
participate in the employment interviews, which now form the corpus of this study.
Third, | would like to thank Macquarie University for the scholarship awarded to me
as it allowed me to undertake this project in the first place and also made it
possible for me to present my findings at several high quality international
conferences. At Macquarie University, | would also like to thank the student group
SALLE whose seminars | enjoyed organising for some time, and whose good
company and interesting discussions | greatly appreciated.

Fourth, | would like to thank Raymond How, my parents, and my brother for being
supportive of me writing a PhD in the first place and continuing to believe in me
and my project.

Last but not least | would like to thank Chipsy, Jet, Ninga, Sebastian, and Elvis for

putting a smile on my face even during difficult times in the thesis writing process.



List of Figures

Figure 3.1:

Figure 3.2:
Figure 3.3:

Figure 3.4:
Figure 3.5:
Figure 5.1:
Figure 5.2:
Figure 8.1:

Figure 8.2:
Figure 8.3:
Figure 8.4:
Figure 9.1:

Confirming and contradicting assumptions, an interpretation
(] 0 Lo 1S TP 45

Relational WOTK ... 49

Confirming and contradicting assumptions in Australian

employment iINtEIVIEWS .......covuiiiiii e 57
Hedging (Mitigation)........ccoooeeieieeeeeeeeeee 60
Mitigation”: Downplaying power differences ...........cccoeveeveceeeeseeeneen. 66
Semantic specificity of lexemes ... 92
Saturation processes of thing ...........ooovviiiiiiiiiiii e, 110

General nouns, modifiers and parenthetical verbs in L1 and

L 187
Generalnouns iN L1 and L2 .......coooovviiiiiiiiiieeeeeeeeeee e 189
Modifiers iINn LL and L2 .........oooommmiiiiiiiieeeeecie e 190
Parenthetical verbs in L1 and L2 ..........cccoooiiiiiiiiiiieciee e 191
Assumptions in Australian job interviews; potential L2

[L=T =T oT=T o 1) 216



List of Tables

Table 2.1:
Table 4.1:
Table 4.2:
Table 4.3:
Table 5.1:
Table 6.1:
Table 6.2:
Table 7.1:
Table 7.2:
Table 8.1:
Table 8.2:
Table 8.3:
Table 8.4:
Table 8.5:

A taxonomy of vague language............ccooeeieiiiiiiiiiiiiiee e 15
Set of job interview qUESTIONS....... ..o 81
Background information L1 participants ..........cccooooeiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeeeee, 83
Background information L2 participants ..........ccooooiieiiiiiiiiieee 86
Saturation processes of thing........ccccoovviiiiiiiiii e, 103
Saturation of thing in L1 and L2 ..o, 115

Saturation of thing in L1 and L2, end results...........ccoovvviiiiiiiiiinnnnnn, 131
Thing, doing conversation management ..., 135
Thing, generating interpersonal effects ............ccccviciiiiiiiiii, 144
Frequency of thingin LT and L2..........ccooiiiiiiiie e 160
Percentages of L1 uses of thing according to questions .................... 161
Percentages of L2 uses of thing according to questions .................... 163
Colloquialisms in LT and L2 .........coooiiiiiiiiiie e 176
Expressions of speaker attitude in L1 and L2...............ciiiie. 177

Xi






