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Abstract  

This paper presents the findings analysis of categories and functions on vague language used 
in disaster news articles on Thejakartapost.com based on the theory of Channell (1994). In the 
journalism context, especially in disaster news articles, the information often contains vague 
language that has imprecise statements since it is harmful. Therefore, to avoid wrong 
statements, the reporters often use vague language in presenting information accurately. The 
study employed a qualitative descriptive method. A number of 24 news articles formed the 
data. A total of 12 news articles of natural disasters and 12 news articles of human-caused 
disasters were used. The period was from April 2018 to March 2019. The findings of this study 
showed that there were three categories of vague language, namely vague additives to 
numbers that were realized by approximators and adjectives. The others were vagueness of 
choice of vague words that were realized by nouns, and vagueness by scalar implicatures that 
were realized by quantifiers, numbers, and exaggerations. In addition, they also have functions 
of vague language. First is giving the right amount of information; it is used since the reporters 
just shared the right number of information although the exact number was not available. 
Second, filling in lexical gaps of uncertainty; it is used since the reporters wanted to cover the 
imprecise information with another word, and generalized word that was difficult to identify. 
Last but not least, self-protection. It is used since the reporters wanted to protect and hedge 
their statements from imprecise information. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In daily life, especially in the social context, humans need to communicate 

with each other. They use language as media to interact in society. By 

understanding the language and its meaning, people connect to each other 

(Handayani, 2015). In the process of communication in society, news articles 

are regarded as media for interaction. It means that reporters are the speakers, 

while the readers are the hearers. With rapid technology, people can also find 

out news articles from online news. According to Newman et al. (2017), online 

news constitutes the biggest source of information today, while printed 

newspapers have seen a significant drop in readership in the past decade. 

Languages in journalism context are supposed to be both formal and concise. 

The news articles should be delivered directly to the facts of social phenomenon 

to the readers. However, in some cases, it does not show the exact meaning 

because of the situation. Sometimes, reporters are unable to get all the facts 

immediately for one or another reason (Khalil, 2017), but they should report it 

quickly and with trust. Therefore, to protect them from making wrong 

statements, they often use vague language. Vague language is defined as words 

or phrases ''which deliberately refer to people and things in a non-specific, 

imprecise way'' Carter & McCarthy (2006) as cited in Cutting (2007).   

In disaster context, most information is about the number of events that 

do without strict accuracy, such as the imprecise number of people who have 

died or number of buildings destroyed. In this context, the reporters often use 

vague language since the specific information is not available immediately or it 

is not being reported. Therefore, the writer is motivated to analyse vague 

language in popular English newspaper online in Indonesia, it is called by 

Thejakartapost.com with the topic disasters, and it can be natural disaster or 

human-caused disaster. 

The research conducted by Pan (2012), entitled “An Analysis of Vagueness 

in English News from Grice's Cooperative Principles,” focuses on analysing 

certain samples selected from some English newspapers. The researcher used a 

qualitative descriptive method in analysing the data. She applied Grice's 

cooperative principle in analysing several samples selected from some English 

newspapers to show that vague language can effectively stand out the accuracy 
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of the English newspaper. The writer also used three types of vague language; 

there were hedges, vague words, and vague implicature. The findings from this 

research were vague language in news usually violated the maxim of quality, 

quantity, manner, and relevance due to different situations, and the use of 

vague language promote the expressive effects of the news item and give 

readers a lot of things to think and meditate.  

The other research study by from Khalil (2017), entitled ’’A Pragmatic 

Analysis of Vague Language in the News Articles on the Iraqi Security Crisis, 

investigates and pragmatically analyses the vague language in news articles on 

the Iraqi security crisis in the period after April 2014 when ISIS conquered 

important Iraqi cities. Theory of Grice's cooperative principle was used to 

uncover the purposes vague language serves and its effects on news articles. 

The researcher used a qualitative descriptive method in analysing the data. All 

the data were eight articles downloaded from different broadcasting 

corporations on Internet resources. The researcher also used three types of 

vague language based on Channell's theory. The most frequently used type of 

vague language in the research was hedging, and often flouted the maxim of 

quantity and manner. This research also had logical purposes that have had 

positive effects on the communicative aspect of the text. Therefore, in the result, 

the writer said that from the pragmatic perspective, there seems to be a 

contradiction between vague language and Grice's cooperative principle. 

The gap of my research compared to those previous ones are the object of 

the research and the theory used to analyse the data. The first previous 

researcher used random articles, and the second previous researcher used 

articles on Iraqi Security Crisis. Both previous researchers applied Grice’s 

cooperative principle to analyse the data, while I use Sabet & Zhang’s vague 

language theory to analyse the data. The novelty of my research can be seen 

from the findings that there are only three functions of vague language in 

natural disaster articles. The writer hopes that the finding of this research could 

contribute theoretically about the functions of vague language, especially in 

natural disaster articles to the pragmatic study. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

Vague language 

Vague language is defined as words or phrases ''which deliberately refer 

to people and things in a non-specific, imprecise way'' Carter & McCarthy 

(2006) as cited in Cutting (2007). From Carter & McCarthy's point of view, 

vague language is confined to the lexical level as they regard vague language as 

imprecise words or phrases. According to Channell (1994) as cited in Bajri 

(2016), the expression or word is vague if (a) it can be contrasted with another 

word or expression that appears to render the same propositions; (b) it is 

purposely and unabashedly vague; and (c) its meaning arises from the intrinsic 

uncertainty. Channell argues that vagueness occurs under one of the 

circumstances in which an expression purposely and unabashedly is made 

vague. Van Deemter (2010) as cited in Zhang (2011) states that vagueness is all 

about the meaning and function of language. Jaufillaili et al. (2017) state that 

vague language is described as something that is implied without being clearly 

stated. Both participants know the message of the conversation though it is 

hidden or is not being clearly stated. 

From the explanations of vague language above, it has not been clearly 

defined yet. Many experts have defined what vague language is in their point of 

view. In news article, reporters should report articles immediately, but they just 

have a short time. In this case, they do not know the specific information. Thus 

to avoid non-specific and imprecise information, they often use vague language 

to present information accurately. Vague language, therefore, in the writer's 

point of view for this research is a word or a phrase that shows an imprecise 

number of things, people, or other information with various functions 

contextually. 

Channell (1994) distinguishes three types of vague language, namely (1) 

vague additives to numbers, (2) vagueness by choice of vague words, and (3) 

vagueness by scalar implicature. Vague additives to numbers are a word or 

phrase added to a precise figure to signal a vague reading such as 

“approximators.” Approximators are used to refer vaguely to amounts, times, 

dates, and refer vaguely to factual information, in case: (around, about, nearly, 

round, and approximately). Besides approximators, vague additives to numbers 
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are also realized by adjectives as stated by Wahyuningsih (2014), such as more 

than or less than.  

 Vagueness by choice of vague word can be defined as vague noun or 

reference used to refer to entities, in case: (noun: things, something, anything, 

what is name).  

The last category is vagueness by scalar implicature; it can be defined as 

an exact number or plural numbers name to have a vague meaning or round 

number used without strict accuracy, such as “quantifiers.” In case: (most, 

many, some, few, little, often sometimes, occasionally, seldom). A scalar 

implicature also can be defined as an additional meaning of the negative of any 

value higher on the scale than the one uttered (Yule, 1996, p.134), such as 

exaggeration. Therefore, vagueness by scalar implicature can be observed by 

exact or plural number by numbers (50 to 70, 85 or 90), quantifiers (many, 

some), or exaggerations (thousands of, hundreds of).   

Some of the functions above use in spoken context and sometimes in 

informal situation such as creating informality and atmosphere, deliberately 

withholding information, using language persuasively, dealing with 

displacement, and providing power and politeness. They are often found in 

spoken context such as in daily conversation. In addition, the function of 

covering lack of specific information, it seems suitable to the functions in news 

articles area but if it is seen deeply, it will focus more on spoken context. It is 

used if someone does not know the specific information, then they want to 

convey it to others. They will cover the lack of information spontaneously as in 

conversation. Thus, this function is not appropriate in news articles, especially 

in disaster areas, since it does not do spontaneously in writing news articles. 

The writer in this research uses three functions of vague language, there 

are: (1) Giving the right amount of information. No need to be precise, just right 

information, and (2) Filling in lexical gaps of uncertainty (Channell, 1994). It is 

used for covering notions which are difficult to identify or attempts at 

generalisations (Urbanova, 1999). Therefore, in news article, it can be used for 

filling in lexical gaps of uncertainty (various things like that, something of that 

short, etc.).  The use of self-protection has two function: To protect self against 

being proven wrong later, Channell (1994) and hedging the statements 

Wahyuningsih (2014). 
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Disaster 

Disaster is a situation where the damaged consequences of natural or 

human-caused forces make a certain region or society fulfil the request for their 

health care (American College of Emergency Physicians, 2012 as cited in Ozturk 

Tasci & Oguz Unver, 2017). According to Bakema et al. (2018),  disaster can 

roughly be divided into two groups. First is a study on natural disasters and 

human-caused disasters. Based on the definitions above, disasters are generally 

found to arise from two sources: 1) natural disasters, it is the process of natural 

disaster is natural phenomenon or caused by naturally. For instances, 

earthquakes, lightning strikes, and volcanic eruptions, 2) Human-caused 

disasters, which are caused by humans in relation to various activities of people. 

It does not have a cause and effect relationship with nature, and they occur due 

directly to human influence, (Pinar & Adnan, 2017). For instances forest fire-

caused by humans, any kind of accidents and wars are considered to be human-

caused disasters. 

People do not always or even usually say what they mean. Speakers 

frequently mean much more than their words convey. For example, one might 

say: It’s hot in here! , but what they mean is: Please open the window! or Is it 

alright if I open the window? or You’re wasting electricity! People can mean 

something quite different from what their words say, or even just the opposite. 

For instance, to someone who has borrowed my car for the weekend and 

returned it with no petrol in the tank, I might say: It was nice of you to fill the car 

up! Alternatively, What a shame you couldn’t find the petrol tank! (Thomas, 

1995, p.1). 

In line with the explanation above, Thomas (1995, p.1) says that there are 

several interesting questions arise from these observations: if speakers 

regularly mean something other than what they say, how is it that people 

manage (as on the whole they do) to understand one another? If a single group 

of words such as It’s hot in here! could mean so many different things at 

different times, how do we work out what it really means on one specific 

occasion? Moreover, why don’t people just say what they mean? These, and 

many other issues, are addressed within the area of linguistics known as 
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pragmatics. Wray et al. (1998, p.115) say that pragmatics deals with the hidden 

messages. 

When we read an article, pragmatics also play an important role. Readers 

will have various perceptions by reading the article. Therefore, context is an 

essential thing in writing an article. Authors often put hidden meanings in 

articles to be conveyed by the readers even sometimes without being clearly 

stated. 

Based on the above reasons, this study pragmatically analyses categories 

and functions on vague language used in disaster news articles on 

Thejakartapost.com. Therefore, the following questions are discussed in this 

article:  (1) What categories of vague language are used in disaster news articles 

on Thejakartapost.com and (2) What are the functions of vague language used 

in disaster news articles on Thejakartapost.com? 

RESEARCH METHODS 

To achieve the purpose of this study, the writer conducted a qualitative 

approach. Cresswell (2009, p.4) defines a qualitative approach as:  

A means for exploring and understanding the meaning ascribe to social or 

human problems. The process of research involves emerging questions and 

procedures; collecting data in the participants’ setting; analysing the data 

inductively, building from particular to general themes; and making 

interpretations of the meaning of data. The final written report has a flexible 

writing structure. 

 Since this study was a literature review, the writer used descriptive 

qualitative research. The goal of qualitative descriptive studies is a 

comprehensive summarization of specific events those in everyday terms 

Lambert and Lambert (2012). 

The writer used selected disaster news articles with the period between 

April 2018 and March 2019. It can be natural disasters or human-caused 

disasters. The writer obtained the data from one of the most popular online 

newspapers in Indonesia—Thejakartapost.com. Each month, the writer took 

one sample of natural disaster, and one sample of human-caused disaster. The 

reason of limitation of this period because there were many disaster incidents, 

such as tsunamis, earthquakes, landslides, volcanic eruptions, bombs, plane 
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crashes, train or car accidents, explosions, etc. The writer also wanted to know 

how often the reporters used vague language in their articles in a one-year 

period.  

There were several steps that the writer used to collect the data: (1) 

Searching and collecting process, (2) selecting process, (3) downloading 

process. The writer searched and collected news articles about the topic 

’disaster’ on Thejakartapost.com. The writer also observed the articles one by 

one whether there were categories of vague language or not. The period was 

between April 2018 and March 2019. The next process was selecting process. 

The writer chose one disaster news, and one human-caused disaster news in 

each month on Thejakartapost.com as the writer's data. After the process of 

selecting news articles, the writer downloaded the articles on 

Thejakartapost.com website. The writer downloaded the selected news articles 

from the website http://www.thejakartapost.com/news. 

According to Miles et al. (2014), there were three steps of data analysis, 

namely: 1) data condensation, 2) data display, and 3) drawing conclusion.       

After collected the data, the first step was data condensation the writer read 

and understood carefully the selected news articles. The next step was finding 

categories of vague language based on Channell’s theory. In the analysis 

process, the writer collected sentences that contained vague language into table 

in each source. Subsequently, the writer put numbers of data and codes of data 

in each sentence. Then, the writer continued to write the categories of vague 

language in each sentence. Therefore, it could answer the first formulation of 

the problem “what categories of vague language are used in disaster news 

articles on Thejakartapost.com?” The second step was explaining the functions 

of vague language in each sentence that contained vague language. Therefore, it 

could be answered the second formulation of the problem ’’what are the 

functions of vague language used in disaster news articles on 

Thejakartapost.com?’’ 

The writer wrote all categories and functions in column of tables. The next 

step was data display. After the writer analysed each sentence that contains 

vague language, the next step was writing the analysis of data. The writer wrote 

the representative data in a form of explanation of words descriptively. As a 
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result of this research, the writer made conclusions about categories and 

functions of vague language used in disaster news articles on 

Thejakartapost.com with clearly and descriptively. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

In the following, the data analysis was done using vague language theory 

based on Channell (1994) theory.  The writer found 177 categories of vague 

languages that contained vague language from 24 news articles on 

Thejakartapost.com. Three types of vague language were found, namely vague 

additives to numbers that were realized by approximators and adjectives. The 

others were vagueness of choice of vague words that were realized by nouns, 

and vagueness by scalar implicatures that were realized by quantifiers, 

numbers, and exaggerations. In addition, they also have functions of vague 

language. First, giving the right amount of information; it used for giving the 

right amount of incident although it was not precise to the fact. Second, filling in 

lexical gaps of uncertainty; it used for covering aim which is difficult to identify 

or often used for generalizing. Last, self-protection; it often used to protect the 

statement that was unclear and to hedge the statement since for avoiding 

wrong information. There are some examples of data analysis: 

Vague Additives to Numbers 

Approximations 

Sentence: At least four people were killed and another was missing in Fiji after 

Cyclone Josie caused severe flooding in the South Pacific island nation, local 

media reported. 

The sentence contained a vague expression ‘at least.’ The vague of ‘at least’ 

could be categorized as vague additives to numbers since vague additives to 

numbers can be approximation such as ‘at least.’ The vague approximation ‘at 

least’ above referred to an uncertain number of people who were killed in Fiji 

after Cyclone Josie. This case showed that it was a minimum number of people 

who killed in Fiji after Cyclone Josie. The reporters just wrote a minimal 

number of ''at least 4'' because of terrible situation, they could not get the exact 

number of all people who had been killed., but in fact, there were more than 
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four people. Therefore, to avoid the wrong information, the reporter chose to 

use a minimum number ’’at least 4’’ to present the information accurately. 

The vague Additives to numbers of approximation ’’at least’’ above could 

function as self-protection. It was hedging the statement of the people who 

killed in Fiji after Cyclone Josie. In fact, there were not only four people, but also 

there were more than four people who had been killed. The reporters knew 

there were more than four people, but they did not know how many they were 

exactly. In this case, they did not know the exact number, but they should give 

information accurately. They used ‘at least’ as a minimal number of people who 

had been killed to protect his statement. Therefore, it used to protect the 

reporter’s statement from making mistake if the number of people were not 

precise to the fact. 

Adjectives 

Sentence: A deadly virus carried by fruit bats has killed at least five people 

in southern India, and more than 90 people are in quarantine, a top health 

official said Tuesday. 

The sentence contained a vague adjective ’’more than.’’ The adjective 

’’more than’’ could be categorized as vague additives to numbers because it 

referred to numbers that had a vague meaning such as ’’more than 90’’ above. 

In this case, the reporters did not know the specific number of people who were 

in quarantine because Nipah virus. In this news article, they reported only with 

the number 90. In fact, there were more than 90. It could be 91, 92, 93, 94, 95, 

96 …, etc. 

Vague additives to numbers ''more than'' above could function as giving 

the right amount of information. The reporters supplied the number of people 

who were in quarantine because Nipah virus. It showed that it was an uncertain 

number. The people not only 90, but also there were still many people who 

were in quarantine. In this article, the reporters did not get the specific numbers 

in detail. Thus, they just gave the right numbers of information with ''more than 

90.'' They thought they just needed to share the right numbers of information to 

the readers, although that information did not need to be precise numbers. 
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Vagueness by Choice of Vague Word 

Noun 

Sentence: "My family are safe but my house has been destroyed -- 

everything's gone," said Sunaria. 

The sentence contained a vague expression “everything.” The word 

“everything’’ here indicated to noun. It could be categorized as vagueness by 

choice of vague word that deliberately referred to unclear or non-specific 

reference such as “everything.’’  

In this context, the interviewee, Sun aria used "everything'' to explain 

things that had gone. It was unclear because "everything'' here referred to all 

his house equipment. In this case, he wanted to tell that all equipment of his 

house that had gone because tsunami attack, but he did not know what kind of 

things or equipment there. He could not mention one by one things or 

equipment that had gone, because there were so many things or equipment in 

his house. Therefore, he used vagueness by choice of vague word "everything" 

to avoid wrong information to the reporter. Therefore, the reporters just gave 

information to the reader based on the interviewee's information. 

Vagueness by choice of vague word "everything" above could function as 

filling in lexical gaps of uncertainty. In this case, the reporters just showed all 

information from the interviewee to the reader about everything that had gone. 

It showed that the interviewee and the reporters did not know all information 

of everything that had gone because tsunami attacks.  

Therefore, vague "everything" above replaced or filled gap of the 

equipment or things of his house that not exactly known by the interviewee 

because of terrible situation such as tsunami attack.  

Therefore, the use of ''everything'' here is also because the interviewee 

and the reporter wanted to generalize all things which had gone with 

''everything''. Therefore, it was suitable with the function of filling in lexical gaps 

of uncertainty. 
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Vagueness by Scalar Implicature 

Quantifiers 

Sentence: Some villagers perished when the powerful tsunami struck on 

Saturday night, sweeping over popular beaches of southern Sumatra and the 

western tip of Java and inundating tourist hotels and coastal settlements. 

The sentence contained a vague expression ''some.'' ''Some'' in the 

sentence above referred to a quantifier; therefore, it can be categorized as 

vagueness by scalar implicature. It could be a plural number of people or things 

that had vague meaning, such as ''some'' above. In the sentence above, a 

quantifier, ''some'' referred to plural number of villagers who perished when 

the powerful tsunami struck. The reporters used some villagers because they 

did not know the exact number of villagers who perished when the powerful 

tsunami struck. They just knew that there were still many villagers who 

perished, but they were not sure how many villagers there were. Therefore, 

they chose to use vague expression ''some'' to avoid wrong information. 

The vague quantifier ’’some’’ above could function as giving the right 

amount of information. Since this was a disaster news article, it often presented 

large numbers of incident. The reporters were difficult to get precise numbers. 

In the case above, they did not know the exact number of villagers who 

perished. However, they should give the right information about the number of 

villagers who perished when the powerful tsunami struck. Therefore, they just 

gave the right information, and did not need to be precise. The use of vague 

quantifier ''some'' was the best choice to give the right information about 

number of villagers. However, with the use of vague language of quantifiers, 

such as ''some'' above, readers can imply the meaning that some villagers 

referred more than one or many villagers. The reporters chose to use vague 

expression ''some'' to give accurate information to the readers rather than just 

presuming the numbers. 

Numbers 

Sentence: There were conflicting reports on the number of dead in the alleged 

gas attack, with the White Helmets reporting between 40 and 70 killed. 

The sentence contained a vague expression ’’40 and 70’.’ Thus, it referred 

to categories of vague language of vagueness by scalar implicature that was 
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realized by number. It had plural numbers, which had a vague meaning. In the 

sentence above, it showed the exact and plural numbers of ''40 and 70'', but in 

fact, it was not precise. The precise number of people who died in the alleged 

gas attack above were not 40 or 70, but between 40 and 70. The reporters used 

'40 and 70', because they did not know the number of people who died 

accurately. They just knew there were at least 40 and less than 70 people who 

died because of the alleged gas attacks. Therefore, this vague language was 

suitable with categories of vagueness by scalar implicature. The numbers ’’40 

and 70’’ had a vague meaning realized it. 

In the case above, vagueness by scalar implicature ’’40 and 70’’ functions 

as self-protection. The reporters did not know how many people who died in 

the gas attack specifically. They just knew the victims were between ’40 and 70. 

Therefore, to avoid the wrong statement, they preferred to choose vagueness 

by scalar implicature ’’40 and 70’’ to protect their statement. In this vague 

expression, the reporters tried to protect their statement with hedging the 

number of people who died. They bounded the numbers were at least 40 and 

less than 70 people who died because of the gas attack. In fact, it can be 40, 41, 

42, 43, 45, 46, 47, 48 49 50…..70. 

Exaggerations 

Sentence: Anticipating a regime attack, thousands of people have fled the IS-

held zone in the past two days heading toward the Israeli-occupied Golan 

Heights. 

The sentence contained a vague expression ''thousands of'' because it 

referred to unspecific numbers of people. It could be categorized as vagueness 

by scalar implicature that was realized by exaggeration. It showed an unclear 

number of people who had fled the IS-held zone. The vague ''thousands of'' 

implied to exaggerate the number of people since it could be additional 

meaning which had a value higher numbers such as in the case above. In fact, 

what was reported was not precise. Therefore, the number of people who had 

fled could be more than thousands of people. 

The vague expression ''thousands of'' gave the right amount of 

information. The reporters just shared the right number information about 

people who had fled the Is-held zone, although they did not give the imprecise 

numbers. In this case, there were so many people and it could not be counted. 
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Thus, to avoid the wrong numbers, the reporters chose to use vague expression 

''thousands of'' to share the accurate information to the readers. 

CONCLUSION 

Based on the data analysis, there were 177 categories of vague language 

that the writer found from 24 articles on Thejakartapost.com. There were three 

categories of vague language, namely vague additives to numbers, vagueness by 

choice of vague word, and vagueness by scalar implicature. First, the writer 

found two categories of vague additives to numbers, namely approximations, 

and adjectives. Second, the writer just found one category of vagueness by 

choice of vague word, namely nouns. Last, the writer found three categories of 

vagueness by scalar implicature, namely quantifiers, exaggerations, and 

numbers. 

Moreover, the writer also found three functions of vague language that 

were often used in Thejakartapost.com, namely giving the right amount of 

information, filling in lexical gaps of uncertainty, and self-protection. First, the 

function of giving the right amount of information; it used since the reporters 

just shared the right number of information although the exact number was not 

available. Second, filling in lexical gaps of uncertainty; it used since the reporters 

wanted to cover the imprecise information with another word, and generalized 

word that was difficult to identify. Last, self-protection; it is used since the 

reporters wanted to protect, and hedge their statements from imprecise 

information. Since this news website should supply the news eventually 24 

hours a day, the use of vague language would be the best choice in presenting 

information accurately, if the accurate information was not available.[rgt] 
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