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Abstract 

The present study investigates the use of hedging devices in the readers’ comment 

section of the newspaper The Guardian Online. Two comment sections were chosen for 

the contrastive study: ‘Politics’ in the subsection ‘Comment is free’ and the series 

‘Problem solved’ in the subsection ‘Life and style’. The corpus-based analysis of the 

frequency of hedges has revealed that the incidence of hedging devices in comments on 

personal issues is higher (by 19.2%) than on political articles. Three of the most 

frequently occurring hedging devices, namely, might, SEEM and I (don’t) think 

underwent further contextual analysis: the utterances containing these items were 

classified according to their illocutionary force, applying Bach’s (2003) classification 

of illocutionary acts. The most commonly hedged speech act types, characteristic of 

each section, were revealed.  Subsequently, an attempt was made to account for these 

findings from the perspective of ‘face’ and ‘facework’ as represented by Brown and 

Levinson (1987), Lim and Bowers (1991), MacGeorge, Lichtman and Pressey (2002), 

Ting-Toomey and Kurogi (1998). Since hedging is considered to be an effective 

strategy in minimizing ‘threats’ to the face of the addressee, it has  been possible to 

conclude that in discussions of personal issues participants are more concerned to ‘save’ 

the addressee’s face than in the case of political matters where the comment writers’ 

‘self-face seems to be in the forefront. 
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1. Introduction 

Recent decades have seen a drastic change in the medium and quality of interpersonal 

communication: computer-mediated interaction has become an indispensable part of 

most social practice, particularly in western countries. Online newspapers are the 

product of these changes, too, since they not only provide content for the readers’ 

passive viewing as before, but also through the commentary sections give them an 

opportunity to express their opinion, engage in discussions and share experience with 

other readers. 

        In any type of interaction, the unmarked pattern is for the participants to be 

respectful and cooperative (Grice, 1975) in order for the communicative act to be 

successful. Therefore, as in face to face interaction, a significant amount of facework is 

required from the users of cyberspace as well. According to Oetzel et al (2000), face 

represents the social image presented to others, while the notion of facework, which is 

closely related to face, is defined as ‘the communicative strategies one uses to enact 

self-face and to uphold, support, or challenge another person’s face’ (p. 398). 

        One of the linguistic means usually employed in facework by the speaker or writer 

is hedging. In their seminal work Politeness, Brown and Levinson (1987) assert that 

some communicative acts are inherently face- threatening, such as orders, requests, 

giving advice etc.  Therefore, participants tend to use various strategies, hedging among 

others, to mitigate the illocutionary force of the utterance and minimize threats to the 

face and self-image of interlocutors. Hyland (1998) in his analysis of scientific research 

articles defines hedges as elements of language which are usually added to statements 

‘to avoid commitment to categorical assertions’ (p.1). In other words, since they express 

tentativeness and possibility in communication (e.g. perhaps, maybe, could), they allow 

the writer to ‘present unproven propositions with caution and precision’ (Hyland, 1998, 

p. 78). 

        Since the first introduction of the term hedge by G. Lakoff (1973), this 

phenomenon has been of interest to many linguists (e.g. Coates, 1987; Holmes, 1995; 

Lyons, 1977), and has been studied from various perspectives: surface features, 

semantic characteristics, pragmatic functions. Nevertheless, hedging in Computer-

Mediated Communication (henceforth CMC) is a poorly discussed area despite the 
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growing use of this medium. In this type of interaction the anonymity of participants as 

well as the absence of paralinguistic cues makes successful communication even more 

challenging. I believe that the phenomenon of hedging in online interaction merits a 

more careful attention, since hedges contribute largely to the achievement of the 

intended communicative goal. Except for instances when the speaker or writer is 

genuinely uncertain about facts, hedges are employed to attenuate the illocutionary 

force of a particular speech act.  

        Thus, the primary aim of this paper is to investigate the usage of lexical hedges 

(e.g. verbs, adverbs, adjectives, modal verbs, nouns) in the commentary sections of the 

newspaper The Guardian Online. For the purposes of this study two sections in the 

newspaper are chosen: Politics and Lifestyle, with the preliminary assumption that 

considerable differences in the frequency and choice of hedging devices will be 

revealed. Separate corpora of approximately 55,000 words for each section are 

compiled. The quantitative analysis of the data is subsequently followed by a qualitative 

approach which looks at a few example uses of the most frequently occurring hedging 

devices. At this stage, the utterances in which they occur are classified according to 

their illocutionary force, applying Bach’s (2003) classification of illocutionary acts. The 

findings are further discussed and interpreted in light of Brown and Levinson’s (1987) 

model of linguistic politeness, the facework model proposed by Lim and Bowers 

(1991), as well as the face-negotiation theory by Ting-Toomey and Kurogi (1998). 

Since advice is assumed to be a key element in online support, which is the primary 

goal of the section ‘Problem solved’, MacGeorge’s (2002) classification of the facework 

types when giving advice is applied, whenever appropriate. 

        It is assumed that the present study will shed some light on the issue of successful 

interaction in a CMC setting by revealing significant facework patterns in this faceless 

context. 

 

2. Theoretical background 

Despite the large number of studies done on hedging, this phenomenon is still in need of 

research due to the variety of features it comprises as well as the external factors 

affecting its use. For example, one and the same surface form can be used as a hedge or 
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a booster depending on the context (Holmes, 1984). Moreover, due to its 

multifunctionality, a complete inventory of hedging devices in English is not 

constructed yet.  

        In this section the phenomenon of hedging will be explained and previous research 

in this field will be presented. Further, the role of hedging in attenuating the 

illocutionary force of speech acts will be discussed and interpreted in light of facework 

theories. The last part of this section is concerned with the characteristics of CMC and 

the role of facework in this relatively new mode of interaction.  

 

 

2.1 What is a hedge? 

 

The term ‘hedge’ was first introduced by G. Lakoff (1973, p.471) who described it as  

referring to ‘words whose job is to make things fuzzier or less fuzzy’, in order to convey 

purposive vagueness. He explained it in terms of logic and categorical belonging of 

concepts. 

        Later it was applied to linguistic devices, such as I think, perhaps, maybe, used to 

‘qualify a speaker’s confidence in the truth of a proposition’ (Hyland, 1994, p. 1). 

Hedges express tentativeness and possibility in communication. Zuck and Zuck (1989, 

quoted in Hyland, 1994) refer to hedging as ‘the process whereby the author reduces the 

strength of a statement’. Echoing G. Lakoff, Fraser (2010) observes that although 

hedges pertain to the semantics of language, the effect of hedging is a pragmatic, not a 

semantic phenomenon. Semantic information is carried by linguistic items themselves 

while pragmatic phenomena involve information that is generated by acts of using 

language (Bach, 2003).  

        Since hedging is concerned with the speaker’s attitude to the proposition of the 

utterance and to the addressee, it can be considered an expression of epistemic modality. 

Moreover, such epistemic modal markers as possibly, perhaps, likely, may, I think 

represent prototypical hedges in a sense that they always hedge the utterances they 

appear in, except for cases when they are used in their primary meaning. For example, 

may as a modal verb has two meanings: primary, that of permission, and secondary, in 

this case epistemic, which is used to express possibility.  Coates (1990) refers to 

epistemic meaning as ‘expressed by those linguistic forms which indicate the speaker’s 
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confidence or lack of confidence in the truth of the proposition expressed by the 

utterance’ (p. 54) and lists a number of lexical items (perhaps, I think, may, must, 

possible) which are used to express epistemic modality in English. Thus, hedging is 

often manifested through epistemic modal markers expressing tentativeness and 

possibility, thereby allowing the writer or speaker to avoid commitment to the truth of 

the proposition. 

        It should be mentioned that hedging devices are not limited to lexical items only; a 

number of grammatical structures, such as tag questions, passive voice, tense, as well as 

verbal fillers, hesitation markers, prosody can also function as hedges if they are used to 

express tentativeness (Hyland, 1994). 

        For the purposes of the present research, the lexical items employed to indicate the 

speaker’s or writer’s lack of commitment to the truth of the proposition will be regarded 

as hedges.  

 

 2.2 Previous research on hedging 

 

 

Over the past decades numerous studies have looked at hedging from various 

perspectives: e.g. as a form of metadiscourse, namely, as an interpersonal marker; a 

linguistic politeness strategy.  Even the phenomenon itself has been referred to by 

different terms such as weakeners (Brown & Levinson, 1987), downgraders (House & 

Kasper, 1981), pragmatic devices (Stubbe & Holmes, 1995), shields (Prince et al, 

1982). 

        Earlier research was directed more towards the use of hedges in casual 

conversation (e.g. Holmes, 1986; Stubbs, 1986) where they function primarily as  

interpersonal markers and a facilitative communicative resource. Speakers employ 

hedging to create an informal atmosphere, to facilitate turn-taking, and in general, to 

contribute to a relationship by alerting the recipient to their perspective towards both the 

propositional content of their utterance and to the recipients themselves (Crismore & 

Farnsworth, 1989). 

        Fraser (1980) considers hedging to be a strategy used by speakers to mitigate the 

force of an utterance. He defines mitigation as ‘the modification of a speech act: the 
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reduction of certain unwelcome effects which the speech act has on the hearer’ (p. 341). 

Interestingly, he stresses that mitigation is not the same as politeness, although it entails 

politeness, while the reverse is not always true. Hedging is also treated as a negative 

politeness strategy (Brown & Levinson, 1987), which will be discussed a bit later.  

        More recent studies, however, have focused on the use of hedges in various types 

of written discourse. A considerable amount of research has been done in the field of 

scientific articles, with separate studies focusing on different disciplines and different 

sections of an academic paper: biology, linguistics, law, abstracts of papers, 

introductions, etc. Vold (2006) ascribes this tendency to the growing interest in English 

as a science lingua franca, which raises the need to study the genre and the language. 

All these studies almost unanimously agree on the significant role of hedging in 

scientific discourse.  

      It should also be mentioned that cross-linguistic research of scientific hedging has 

been the most recent trend in the study of this phenomenon (Vassileva 2001; Kranich 

2011). Scholars from different countries compare and contrast the use of hedges in 

English to a second language and attempt to account for the difference in their use by 

incorporating the variable of cultural background. 

  

2.3 The pragmatic functions of hedging 

 

 

Fraser (2010) treats hedging as an area of pragmatic competence, which he defines as 

‘the ability to communicate your intended message with all its nuances in any socio-

cultural context and to interpret the message of your interlocutor as it was intended’ (p. 

15). He argues that hedging, despite being a ubiquitous rhetorical strategy, is often 

ignored in second language teaching, which may and often does lead to 

miscommunication. 

        Fraser distinguishes between hedging that signals lack of commitment to the full 

semantic membership of an expression, which he calls propositional hedging (see 

example 1 below) and hedging, which signals lack of commitment to the force of the 

speech act being conveyed. The latter he calls speech act hedging (see example 2 

below). 

        (1)   He is really like a geek. 
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        (2)   Perhaps you would sit down a minute. (Fraser, 2010, p. 22) 

        While Lakoff touched upon only propositional hedges, Brown and Levinson 

(1987) were pioneers in treating hedges as linguistic devices employed to attenuate the 

illocutionary force of a speech act. It is noteworthy that they treated both attenuation 

and reinforcement as aspects of hedging. Their theory will be discussed in more detail 

below. 

        Caffi (1999, 2007 quoted in Fraser, 2010) distinguishes between three types of 

mitigation which operate on the three components of a speech act: the proposition, the 

illocution and the utterance source, and calls them bushes, hedges and shields, 

respectively. She defines hedges as lexical expressions whose scope is the illocutionary 

force of the speech act and which attenuate the strength of the force by reducing the 

speaker’s commitment.  

        This appears to be a compact definition of hedging, although it can be argued that 

hedging is not limited to lexical expressions only, but may be expressed by prosody, 

grammatical structures, etc. Since hedging affects the illocutionary force of the 

utterance, it seems relevant to turn to speech act theories and the types of illocutionary 

force in the following section. 

 

2.3.1 Illocutionary acts and facework 

 

According to Bach (2003), illocutionary act is only one level of the speech act that one 

performs in uttering a sentence (Bach, 2003). He accepts Austin’s (1962, quoted in 

Bach, 2003) explanation of the structure of the speech act, namely, that it has three 

distinct levels: the act of saying something, what one does in saying it, and what one 

does by saying it and calls these the locutionary, illocutionary and perlocutionary acts, 

respectively. 

        Thus, Bach (2003) classifies speech acts according to their illocutionary force, i.e. 

the force of the expression, for example, assertions, request, advice etc. He proposes 

four major categories of speech acts: constatives (affirming, predicting, stating), 

directives (advising, suggesting, warning), commissives (agreeing, betting, promising, 

inviting), and acknowledgements (thanking, apologizing, greeting etc.).  He further 
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distinguishes them by the type of the attitude the speaker expresses and the intended 

attitude of the listener. Here are representative examples from each category: 

 

ILLOCUTIONARY ACT ATTITUDE EXPRESSED INTENDED HEARER 

ATTITUDE 

statement belief that p belief that p 

request desire for H to D intention to D 

promise firm intention to D belief that S will D 

apology regret for D-ing forgiveness of S for D-ing 

 

        Brown and Levinson (1987) maintain that during communication certain speech 

acts can threaten the interlocutor’s face, dubbing them face threatening acts (henceforth 

FTAs). They distinguish between two types of face: positive (the desire to be approved 

of) and negative (the desire to be unimpeded in one’s actions). The FTAs can threaten 

either the positive or the negative face of either the hearer or the speaker. 

        The FTAs threatening the positive face of the interlocutor include disapproval, 

contradictions, disagreements, criticism, contempt, ridicule etc. Among FTAs 

jeopardizing the hearer’s negative face are orders, requests, advice, suggestions, etc. 

Examples of FTAs threatening the speaker’s positive face include apologies, accepting 

compliments etc. FTAs that pose a threat to the speaker’s negative face are expressing 

and accepting thanks, accepting offers, making excuses, etc. 

        In order to redress (to ‘give face’ to the addressee, i.e. to attempt to counteract the 

potential face damage, (Brown & Levinson, 1987)) these threats in communication 

speakers usually use a wide range of politeness strategies: (1) on record baldly, (2) with 

positive politeness (3) with negative politeness (4) off record (5) don’t do the FTA. This 

is a hierarchy of politeness strategies, the first involving the highest threat to the face 

and the last, avoiding the FTA, being the most polite move. 

        Brown and Levinson (1987) put forward three situational variables which 

determine the choice of the most appropriate strategy on the continuum: (D) the social 

distance between the speaker and the hearer; (P) the degree of power that the 
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interactants have over each other and (R) the ranking of the imposition of a particular 

FTA in a culture. 

        Interestingly, they regard hedges mainly as a negative politeness strategy, but do 

not exclude the possibility of their use in positive politeness, for example, in airing 

opinion, so as to make it ‘safely vague’. Brown and Levinson (1987) write: 

        Normally hedges are a feature of negative politeness […] but some 

hedges can have this positive-politeness function as well, most notably (in 

English): sort of, kind of, like, in a way. For example,  

 (3) I really sort of think… (p.116) 

        Negative politeness strategies derive from the need to redress the threat to the 

interlocutor’s negative face, and one way to do this is to carefully avoid ‘presuming or 

assuming that anything involved in the FTA is desired or believed by the addressee, i.e. 

keeping a ritual distance’ (p.144). Hedges, as well as questions are employed to 

attenuate these assumptions.  

        Thus, according to Brown and Levinson, hedges are used to redress FTAs oriented 

to the negative face of the addressee. However, they do not clarify the basis of their 

argument. For example, why are hedges used less in disagreements, criticism, or 

ridicule than in advice or suggestions?  Moreover, it can be argued that the use of 

hedges largely depends on situational variables, both the ones offered by them (D, P, R) 

and the ones omitted by them (gender, educational, cultural background, etc.). 

        Since they focus mainly on negative face threats paying little attention to threats 

addressing the positive face, their theory often proves inadequate for explaining 

people’s facework in communication (Lim & Bowers, 1991). Therefore, Lim and 

Bowers’ theory can be considered a timely extension of their politeness model. They 

criticize Brown and Levinson for limiting facework to FTAs threatening the negative 

face of the hearer, and argue that in communication people threaten the other’s positive 

face in a variety of ways, using a wide array of strategies to redress those threats as 

well. 

        They ground their theory in the distinction of humans’ three face wants: 1) the 

want to be included or fellowship face, 2) the want that their abilities be respected, or 

competence face and 3) the want not to be imposed on, or autonomy face. These face 

wants are usually addressed by different facework types. The fellowship face is 
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addressed by ‘solidarity’, which is the equivalent of Brown and Levinson’s positive 

face; the competence face is addressed by ‘approbation’ and autonomy face is addressed 

by ‘tact’, which corresponds to negative face. Agreement, small talk, presupposition are 

examples of solidarity facework. Approbation includes ridicule, disapproval, 

contradiction, admiration etc. Instances of tact include order, obligation, advice, etc. 

        Although this model is a successful extension of the politeness theory, it has 

limitations, too. First and foremost, it focuses on the addressee’s negative and positive 

faces, but ignores the face wants of the speaker himself/herself. While it is true that 

‘socially competent people make efforts to mitigate these threats to the other’s face 

wants’ (Brown & Levinson, 1987), it can be equally true that people make efforts to 

uphold and save their own negative and positive faces in communication. 

        Thus, to fill this gap the useful concept of self-face can be borrowed from another 

facework theory, called the face-negotiation theory (Ting-Toomey, 1988). It emphasizes 

three main face concerns: self-face, which is the concern for one’s own image; other-

face, the concern for another’s image; and mutual face, the concern for both parties’ 

images (Ting Toomey & Kurogi, 1998).   

 

2.3.2 Advice and facework 

 

Since one of the newspaper sections under scrutiny is the series ‘Problem solved’, 

which is designed for people to upload articles describing their problem with the 

purpose of receiving support from readers, it would be natural to expect that the speech 

act of giving advice will occur frequently in this section. According to Brown and 

Levinson (1987), advice is an FTA directed to the negative face of the recipient, while 

Lim & Bowers categorize it under ‘Tact’, addressing the autonomy face of the 

interlocutor. As an FTA, advice is expected to be given with redressive action in order 

to avoid face damage.  

        In his study of the evaluation of advice in supportive interactions, MacGeorge et al 

(2002) found that the effectiveness (to be accepted and followed) of advice is 

determined by the type of facework it is presented with. He distinguishes three facework 

conditions for advice messages: mitigating, blunt, and aggravating. The messages 

presented with language features that mitigate the face threat are perceived as high in 
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quality. Blunt advice is the straightforward expression of the message without any 

mitigation or aggravation and is lower in quality than mitigated advice. Interestingly, it 

was revealed that some advice messages are designed to aggravate (intensify) the face 

threat and therefore are of the lowest quality. They are usually presented with 

aggravating facework. To illustrate this, MacGeorge’s (2002) examples are given 

below:  

        Professor to the student (content: Drop the class) 

        (4) ‘You’re usually a really good student, so if worse has come to worst, it could 

be you’ve just got to drop the class and retake it later.’ (Mitigating) 

        (5) ‘You’ve got to drop the class and retake it later.’(Blunt) 

        (6) ‘It’s real simple, dummy. You’ve made a mess of it and now you’ve got to drop 

the class and retake it later. (Aggravating) (p. 457) 

        So, this subsection of the paper has presented a number of facework theories which 

attempt to complement each other in an effort to adequately account for the facework 

behavior of interactants. Although these theories are implemented in the discussion of 

our data, it should be mentioned at the outset that none of them offers adequate 

explanations. One of the main reasons is the presence of such new situational variables 

as online interaction and anonymity. This will be discussed in the following section. 

 

2.4 CMC and facework   

 

 

Herring (2007) defines CMC as an umbrella term covering all types of inter-human 

communication via networked computers and the web. CMC can be synchronous 

(senders and recipients interact by exchanging messages during the same time interval) 

or asynchronous (senders and recipients interact by exchanging messages during 

different time intervals). Maricic (2005) further divides the asynchronous mode into 

interactive and non-interactive, placing e-newspapers under the latter subcategory, 

which she describes as ‘monologic/broadcast’.         

        While this can be a neat division if the genre of e-newspaper is taken as a whole, 

this does not hold if different sections of the newspaper are considered separately. For 
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example, the comment sections, where readers air their opinion and engage in 

discussions, are interactive and do not fit the ‘monologic/broadcast’ description. These 

comments are termed user-generated content (Walther & Jang, 2012, p. 2) and are 

appended to articles, blogs, columns etc. in e-newspapers. They are interpersonal, 

written contributions by the readers of the newspaper and provide faceless (anonymous) 

users an opportunity to share their opinion with a vast readership (Neurauter-Kessels, 

2011). 

        Language use in CMC is dubbed CMD (computer-mediated discourse), which is 

thought to be a hybrid discourse domain, a kind of written conversation, including both 

written and spoken characteristics of communication (Maricic, 2005). Herring (2011), 

however, believes that users of text-based CMC experience it in similar ways to 

conversation, despite the written mode. 

        Another significant feature of text-based CMD is the anonymity of users, and the 

absence of social context (age, gender, ethnicity etc.) and paralinguistic cues (voice 

quality, gestures etc.) (Maricic, 2005, p. 16). This factor has been shown to have both 

positive and negative effect on CMC: on the one hand it may enhance group solidarity, 

a sense of community, on the other hand it increases the cases of disinhibition, anti-

social and indiscrete social behavior. 

        It is even argued that impolite and aggressive behavior of anonymous users is a 

significant part of online newspaper comments (Neurauter-Kessels, 2011). Given that 

these sections provide a platform for public debates, people are encouraged to criticize, 

disagree and debate the information in the article within the participation guidelines of 

that particular newspaper. Therefore, the use of conflictive and face-threatening moves 

such as disagreement and criticism might be more acceptable in this context than in 

others. 

        In her effort to identify and explain impoliteness online, Neurauter-Kessels (2011) 

argues that the contextual factor of anonymity may affect the realization 

and interpretation of impoliteness. She proposes that users have ‘less face at stake’ and 

‘less face to lose’ in comment sections, given that their real-life identities are hidden 

under made-up usernames. One of her main arguments is that the more is known about 

a person, the more damaging face-threats can be. 
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        A plausible explanation for more unrestrained forms of communication in CMC, 

than in, say, face-to face interaction, is Suler’s (2004, quoted in Neurauter-Kessels 

2011) claim that anonymity creates a sense of invisibility, in a sense of ‘You don’t 

 know me’, ‘You can’t see me’, consequently a feeling of freedom to ‘act in a more 

unrestrained way’. Asynchrony may be another factor affecting online behaviour, since 

the users’ awareness that they do not have to deal with the consequences of what they 

are doing immediately, creates a sense of detachment from their actions online. Suler 

also observes that users experience ‘minimized authority’ in CMC environment. All the 

anonymous users online are equally faceless, and the sense of equality affects their 

behavior as well. 

        Nevertheless, Neurauter-Kessels believes that in some contexts, for example, in 

public debates, impoliteness can be a forceful strategic tool to demonstrate disrespect 

for the addressee, thereby exercising power over them. As a result, it becomes an 

important part of the overall argumentative strategy (Kienpointner, 1997, quoted in 

Neurauter-Kessels, 2011). 

 

2.5 Summary and research questions 

 

 

Since the purpose of this study is to investigate hedging and its effect on the facework 

behaviour of interactants in CMC, in this section I have briefly outlined the 

phenomenon of hedging, its semantic and pragmatic peculiarities, as well as its effect on 

the illocutionary force of the utterance and how it is employed as a facework strategy. A 

number of facework theories which address each other’s limitations have been 

described above.  

        It should be mentioned that although these theories are applied for the analysis and 

interpretation of the findings of this paper, none of them adequately accounts for the use 

of hedging as an online facework strategy. The feature of anonymity, characteristic of a 

computer-mediated environment, affects facework in a new way, since it cancels most 

of the situational variables  considered by the facework theories above, for example, the 

P, D, R proposed by Brown and Levinson (see 2.3 above). This raises the need for a 

new facework theory which would be based on the characteristics of CMC.    
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        Considering what has been said above, I set out to explore hedging and facework 

online with the following research issues in mind: 

 How is the use of hedges different in the readers’ comments on political and 

personal issues, if it is different at all (both quantitatively and qualitatively); 

 What is the role of hedges in the facework types of the participants. 

        Given that the study of facework in CMC is still in its infancy, the findings of this 

analysis will provide a useful insight into the phenomenon.  

 

3. Methodology 

3.1 Material 

 

The dataset is drawn from the electronic newspaper The Guardian Online, which as of 

January 2012, is the second most popular UK newspaper website. It can be assumed 

that the readership of The Guardian Online is rather diverse since the electronic form 

allows access to readers irrespective of geographical and/or time boundaries. 

        The readers’ comments are taken from the following two sections of the 

newspaper: ‘Politics’ in the ‘Comment is free’ section and the series ‘Problem solved’ 

in the ‘Family and relationships’ subsection found under ‘Life & style’. For each 

section five articles from the period between September the 6
th

 and October the 4
th

 in 

2013 were extracted, with a total of 429 comments for ‘Problem solved’ and 610 

comments for ‘Comment is free’. The articles in ‘Comment is free’ are chosen 

randomly, while in ‘Problem solved’ all the articles from the above-mentioned period 

are taken (5 in total), since they are released once a week. 

        The comments in the newspaper are moderated by a team of moderators according 

to the 10 guidelines found in ’Community Standards and Participation Guidelines’ 

adopted by the newspaper (theguardian.com/community-standards). The comments 

which do not conform to these rules are deleted. This implies that highly impolite and 

inappropriate comments, which would be of special interest for the present study, may 

not be available.  

http://www.guardian.co.uk/community-standards
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        It should be mentioned that the comment sections belong to the asynchronous 

mode of CMC, where users interact by exchanging messages during different time 

intervals. This can be a person-to-person, or a person-to group interaction. Since 

messages appear in the order they are submitted and it is often difficult to locate the 

reply comment, the section is equipped with a ‘quote’ function which allows to quote 

the target message at the beginning of the reply comment. Although we are aware of 

this function, the occurrences of quotes were included in the word count, since the 

software is not able to detect and exclude quotes. Anyway, in practice there were few 

quotes and our results were not affected. 

 

3.2 Ethical issues 

 

Users of the newspaper are anonymous and submit comments under usernames. Since 

they are supposed to be aware that their comments are viewed publicly, I adhere to the 

view that the comments submitted in the comment section of e-newspapers are public 

property and can be used for research purposes without any obligation of seeking the 

author’s permission (Maricic, 2005).  

3.3 Methods 

 

Two parallel corpora, each consisting of approximately 55,000 words were constructed, 

using the free online concordance software programme AntConc 

(www.antlab.sci.waseda.ac.jp/software.html).   

        Drawing on the literature reviewed so far (Brown & Levinson, 1987; Holmes, 

1990; Hyland, 1998; Lakoff, 1973; Stubbe & Holmes, 1995) a list of 94 hedging 

devices (see Appendix A) was compiled. In the first phase of the research, the hedges 

on the list were searched in both corpora and automatically counted. However, since not 

all instances of usage were hedges, before identifying them as such, a contextual 

analysis was carried out manually. Thus, the frequency of the use of each of the hedges 

was revealed and the results were subsequently contrasted. Due to time and space 

constraints, only a few of the hedges with high incidence underwent further qualitative 

analysis, which consists of two stages. In the first stage, the speech acts in which hedges 

were found, were categorized in accordance with Bach’s (2003) classification of 

illocutionary acts. It should be noted that in a few cases it was difficult to determine the 

http://www.antlab.sci.waseda.ac.jp/software.html
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speech act type, for example, whether it was a suggestion or advice, or whether it was 

an act of stating or reporting, and eventually these cases were omitted altogether. In the 

second stage of the qualitative analysis, facework theories (Brown & Levinson, 1987; 

Lim & Bowers, 1991; MacGeorge et al, 2002; Ting-Toomey & Kurogi, 1998) were 

applied to account for the use of hedges in these speech act types and to discuss their 

pragmatic functions in the two comment sections. 

        Thus, while the quantitative analysis addresses the first research question, the 

further qualitative analysis provides an answer to both the first and second research 

issues. The study further aims to identify the reasons underlying the differences (if 

found at all) in the use of hedging in these two sections. 

 

 

4. Analysis and results 

The quantitative analysis of the frequency of hedges revealed that the overall incidence 

of hedging devices in comments on personal issues is almost 19.2% higher than on 

political articles (see Tables 1 and 2 below). 

 

 

4.1 Might  

 

 

The quantitative analysis revealed that might is one of the most frequent hedging 

devices occurring in the corpora (see Table 1). The word might provides a suitable 

starting point for the analysis because it is prototypical, common and unambiguous. 

Since the epistemic meaning of might is that of uncertainty /possibility, in absolutely all 

of its occurrences in the corpora, might is used to hedge the utterance (only one of the 

hits was not a hedge; it was the noun might). 
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Table 1. The frequency of hedging devices in ‘Problem solved’ and ‘Comment is free’  

 

Hedging 

device 

‘Problem 

solved’ 

‘Comment is 

free’ 

Hedging device ‘Problem 

solved’ 

‘Comment is 

free’ 

I (don’t) think 84 52 Barely 1 2 

May 65 31 Eh 1 2 

Might 53 35 And stuff 1 1 

Seem 45 34 Arguably 1 1 

Often 37 15 In most cases 1 1 

Probably 36 23 Just about 1 1 

Perhaps 34 17 As a rule 1 0 

Maybe 32 21 Assumption 1 0 

Actually 30 30 Evidently 1 0 

Sometimes 28 3 Frequently 1 0 

Would 27 18 In a sense 1 0 

Could 23 25 Infer 1 0 

A bit 23 15 In some respects 1 0 

Likely 22 9 Typically 1 0 

Almost 16 11 Virtually 0 3 

Can 14 (every 

5th) 

3 (every 5th) By any chance 0 1 

Suggest 13 8 Normally 0 1 

Generally 12 8 Propose  0 1 

In fact 12 7 Roughly 0 1 

20Pretty 10 21 Technically 0 1 

Suspect 9 8 Theoretically 0 1 

Possibly  8 6 Allegedly 0 0 

Fairly 8 5 And that 0 0 

For me 8 2 Approximately 0 0 

Believe 7 6 Argue 0 0 

Usually 7 2 Broadly 0 0 

Guess 7 1 Broadly 0 0 
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speaking 

Sort of 6 5 Claim 0 0 

Look 6 0 Conclude 0 0 

Kind of 5 4 Essentially 0 0 

Around 4 7 Gather 0 0 

Surely 4 7 Generally 

speaking 
0 0 

Apparently 4 6 Imply 0 0 

Relatively 4 6 Indicate 0 0 

You know 4 5 In principle 0 0 

Tend 4 3 In some senses 0 0 

Slightly 4 2 More or less 0 0 

38Somewhat 4 2 Partially 0 0 

Presumably 3 3 Practically 0 0 

Possibility 3 0 Predict 0 0 

In a way 3 0 Probability 0 0 

Assume 2 7 Reportedly 0 0 

Suppose 2 3 Roughly 

speaking 
0 0 

Reckon 2 2 Seemingly 0 0 

Likelihood 2 0 Speculate 0 0 

Largely 1 8 Strictly speaking 0 0 

Appear 1 4 Superficially 0 0 

I mean 1 3 Supposedly 0 0 

 

Table 2. The difference in the overall occurrence of hedging devices in the corpus 

 

Sections Number of occurrences Difference (%) 

‘Problem solved’ 753  

19.2% 

 

 ‘Comment is free’ 510 
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        In order to account for the use of might in an utterance adequately, the 

illocutionary force should be considered, since as Fraser (1980) argues, hedges are 

devices which are used to mitigate the illocutionary force of the utterance. Thus, Bach’s 

(2003) classification of the illocutionary acts was applied for categorizing the speech 

acts in which might occurred. 

 

 

4.1.1 ‘Problem solved’ 

 

The contextual analysis of might in the section “Problem solved’ revealed that in 

approximately 50% of occurrences might was employed in the speech act of giving 

advice, followed by predictions, which constitute 30% of cases. The acts of reporting, 

asking and suggesting are found in the other 20% of cases (see Chart 1 below). 

 

 

Chart 1. The distribution of speech acts containing might in the section ‘Problem solved’.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Speech acts containing might in 'Problem 

solved'

50%

30%

20%

Advice

Predictions

Other (reporting,

asking, suggesting)



 

 

 19 

Chart  2. The distribution of speech acts containing might in the section ‘Comment is free’.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

        The ubiquity of might in the series ‘Problem solved’ is not surprising, since people 

are expected to react to others’ problems and support them. Advice being a common 

means for online help (Kouper, 2010), its dominance as a speech act is not unexpected. 

When giving advice, people are inclined to employ politeness strategies, hedging among 

them, to avoid sounding too imposing. Therefore, might is used to attenuate the force of 

the utterance by hedging the act of giving advice. For example, 

        (7) Perhaps some excessive manual labeling (stickers?) in the short term might 

              help develop a system that works for you all better? 

 

        This is an example of double hedging since the utterance begins with another 

lexical hedge perhaps, and is further mitigated by might. Furthermore, the question 

mark at the end hedges the advice even more, by making a directive into a question and 

making the commentator seem less imposing. 

        According to Bach’s (2003) taxonomy of illocutionary acts, advising falls under 

the category of directives which is illustrated by the following formula: 

Illocutionary Act Attitude Expressed Intended Hearer Attitude 

advising desire for H to D intention to D 

 Speech acts containing might  in "Comment is 

free''

54%

23%

15%

8%

Predictions

Statements

Advice

Other
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        MacGeorge et al (2002) in their study of supportive advice found that the effect of 

the advice depends on its quality: the higher the quality, the more effective advice is. To 

transfer this to Bach’s formula, it can be argued that the more mitigated and hedged the 

expression of the desire for H to D, the stronger the intention to D will be. 

        Thus, in this section people appear to be eager to help those in need and make 

efforts to do it as effectively as possible. 

        The relatively high occurrence of predictions is accounted for by the fact that 

people prefer predictions to categorical statements when talking about future. Might is a 

common hedging device in predictions since it is used when the commentator is either 

genuinely uncertain about facts or does not want to commit himself/herself to the truth 

of the proposition. In this case might is employed in its epistemic meaning of possibility 

and uncertainty. For example: 

        (8) In a few years time you might read about his misdemeanors in a local rag;   

             carefully extract the page while your wife is preparing the new baby’s breakfast 

             and save her the embarrassment. 

 

        It is interesting to note that after the act of prediction, the commentator engages in 

giving advice, which is not mitigated at all. The tone of the utterance is not serious and 

probably that is the reason why it is not hedged.  

 

4.1.2 ‘Comment is free’ 

 

 

In the series ‘Comment is free’ the pattern of the use of might is somewhat reversed (see 

Chart 2 above). The contextual analysis of might in comments on political issues 

showed that might was primarily used in predictions (54%), followed by statements 

(23%) and advice (15%). Suggesting, agreeing, claiming, and warning are responsible 

for the other 8% of speech acts. 

        The reason for these results may be that predictions and opinions are more frequent 

than facts in comments on political issues. For example: 

        (9) It’s simply a promise that might win votes in marginal constituencies which 

              aren’t very rural.            
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        Despite the political discussion, the mood of the commentators seems to be 

tentative in airing opinions. Their utterances are hedged because they speak mainly 

about future possibilities, not facts. 

        On the other hand, it should be mentioned that might lies at the very end of the 

certainty-uncertainty continuum offered by Alexander (1995). Compared to other 

epistemic modals, such as may, could, and can, might conveys the most uncertainty. 

Considering this, it is surprising that commentators would choose to use might more 

often than may and could in this section (see Table 1 above). 

        Two cases of the use of might in making suggestions are of special interest. At first 

glance, the illocutionary force of the utterance in example (10) may seem to be that of 

giving advice or making a suggestion: 

        (10) Misandrists and misogynists might like to consider therapy to get their  

                neurosis ‘fixed’...           

        However, at a closer look and considering the context, it becomes obvious that the 

utterance is sarcastic and is meant to offend the third party, mentioned as the subject of 

the sentence. The proposition ‘misandrists and misogynists are neurotic’ is expressed in 

the form of suggestion. Thus, sarcasm is achieved by the incongruity of the locutionary 

act and the actual illocutionary force of the utterance. This is flouting the Gricean 

maxim of manner, which says, ‘be perspicuous, neither vague nor ambiguous’, thereby 

creating the intended sarcasm (Grice, 1975). Sarcasm, also called verbal irony, is 

usually defined as the discrepancy between what is said and what is meant. 

        Interestingly, s/he hedges the suggestion by using might which is supposed to 

mitigate ‘the unwelcome effect of the utterance’ (Fraser, 1980, p. 341). Since might is a 

common hedge in the speech act of suggesting, its use in this example is supposed to 

contribute to creating a ‘typical’ suggestion, with proper mitigation. However, the 

intended mitigation does not occur since the use of might here pertains to the structure 

of the utterance (locutionary act) and is only employed to construct an appropriate 

surface form of making a suggestion. The illocutionary force of sarcasm is unaffected in 

this case, i.e. the sarcasm is not mitigated by might. 

Another example: 

        (11) you might want to learn some geopolitics before commenting on geopolitics 



 

 

 22 

               next time. 

        Here, too, the illocutionary force of the utterance is that of sarcasm although it has 

the form of advice. Might is used to mitigate the advice, however, since there is no 

advice it does not fulfill its function. On the contrary, it can be argued that it contributes 

to achieving sarcasm since its use even widens the incongruity between the form and 

the illocutionary act, thereby intensifying the sarcastic effect. Compare for example: 

   You might want to learn some geopolitics before commenting on geopolitics next time. 

with 

   You need to learn some geopolitics before commenting on geopolitics next time. 

        Clearly, the first utterance is charged with greater sarcastic force than the second 

one, which seems more like straightforward advice. 

        Thus, the contextual analysis demonstrated that the prototypical hedging device 

might can be employed to achieve sarcasm by widening the incongruity between 

locutionary and illocutionary forces of the utterance. 

        To sum up, in the section of personal problems might is mostly used in advice-

giving speech acts, followed by predictions, while in the section of politics it is 

predominant in predictions. Although in acts of predicting might is used in its epistemic 

sense  in both sections, advice-giving speech acts differ in the two sections: while in 

‘Problem solved’ comments it fulfills the function of mitigating and hedging, in 

‘Comment is free’ comments it can also be used to intensify the sarcasm packaged as 

advice. 

 

4.2 Seem 

 

Before proceeding with the analysis, it is essential to recall the grammatico-semantic 

features of the verb seem. According to some grammarians (Hewings, 1999) seem is a 

linking verb, along with be, appear, feel, look, sound, etc. Alexander (1995) classifies 

seem among ‘verbs related to be’ (p. 196). He further explains that ‘we express certainty 

about states with be, while we can express less certainty about states with modals (may, 

might, could) and through the use of verbs related to be (seem, appear, feel, look etc.)’. 

Thus, seem is employed to express uncertainty about facts.  
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Chart 3.The distribution of speech acts containing SEEM in ‘Problem solved’. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chart 4. The distribution of speech acts containing SEEM in ‘Comment is free’ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.2.1 ‘Problem solved’ 

 

In this section the verb SEEM was analyzed contextually, and the utterances in which it 

occurred were categorized according to the speech act. The categorization revealed that 

the overwhelming majority of the speech acts is stating (78%), followed by disagreeing, 

reporting and advice (see Chart 3).  

Speech acts containing SEEM  in 

'Problem solved'

78%

11%

11%

Statements

Advice

Other (disageeing,

reporting)

Speech acts containing SEEM  in 'Comment is 

free' 

74%

26%

Statements

Other (Criticising,

reporting, disagreeing)
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         Attenuation of statements appears to be the primary function of SEEM in these 

comments. Here is an example of the use of SEEM in a statement containing four more 

hedges: 

        (12) It seems to me that the fear of ceasing to exist possibly suggests that in some 

               way you feel you have not made enough of the brief life you have. 

        This is an extremely hedged utterance comprising five hedging devices: it seems to 

me, possibly, suggests, in some way, feel. The writer’s caution is quite obvious, since it 

requires extreme tact and politeness to express the delicate proposition underlying the 

utterance, namely, that ‘you have wasted your life’. 

        Unlike might, SEEM is not used frequently in advice giving speech acts (see Chart 

3). Even then, it is used in covert advice moves, and not explicit recommendations. 

While analyzing the speech acts of advice, we were able to draw a distinction between 

overt and covert advice types, overt advice referring to linguistically expressed advice 

(for example, you might as well consider, etc.) and covert advice including sharing 

experience, telling a story etc. Since the primary communicative goal of this section is 

to help others in problematic situations, advice moves are quite frequent. Oftentimes, 

instead of offering direct advice, comment writers choose to share their experience, tell 

a story with similar problems, thereby expressing their stance towards the issue and 

suggesting solutions in a more indirect way. This can be regarded as hedging on the 

level of metadiscourse, but the study of this phenomenon goes beyond the scope of the 

present paper. At this point it will suffice to say that it was possible to distinguish 

between overt and covert advice moves in the section ‘Problem solved’, and this finding 

merits further investigation. 

 

4.2.2 Comment is free 

 

        The contextual analysis  of  SEEM in  this section revealed that out of  34 

occurrences 25 were used in the speech act of stating, while criticizing, reporting and 

disagreeing were found in the other cases (see Chart 4 above). It is striking to find that 

despite the difference in the frequency of occurrence (see Table 1), the distribution 

pattern of SEEM across speech act types is virtually similar in the two sections.  
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        In an effort to account for these findings, it can be argued that in most cases 

commentators use SEEM when they are genuinely uncertain about facts. This use of 

SEEM can be regarded as propositional hedging, as defined by Fraser (2010), or 

following Caffi (2007), it can be classified under bushes (see 2.3 above). SEEM is 

prevailing in the speech act of stating because hedging allows for more distancing from 

the truth of the statement (Hyland, 1998). As Holmes (1984) claims: ‘By attenuating the 

force of the speech act asserting the proposition, the speaker can express this uncertainty 

or unwillingness to take responsibility for its validity (p. 348). 

For example, 

        (13) The Liberals are now despised and ridiculed by anyone with any sense of  

                fairness and justice, while Labour seems reluctant to raise its voice in protest,  

                but raise it soon it must. 

        Oftentimes, SEEM is used together with other hedges in an utterance, which 

mitigates the illocutionary force even further. For example, four lexical hedges are 

found in the following utterance taken from our corpus: 

        (14) It would seem the cavalier way they are treated sometimes suggests having  

                necessary skills isn’t all that’s required to bargain with bosses. 

        The hedges are underlined and their use obviously renders the illocutionary force 

of the utterance extremely mitigated. 

        It is interesting to note that although SEEM is considered a prototypical hedge due 

to its semantics, in one of the cases it was employed as a booster. This is consistent with 

Holmes’ (1988) claim that when determining whether a specific linguistic form is a 

hedge or a booster, the context should be taken into consideration.  

The example is as follows: 

        (15) Many of the countries involved are now republics and there doesn’t even seem 

                to be a sentimental attachment to Britain.               

        The use of SEEM in the present simple negative coupled with the particle even 

intensifies the expression of the lack of a sentimental attachment to Britain, because in 

this context it can be interpreted as ‘not only there isn’t, but there doesn’t even seem to 

be.’ 
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        In one case SEEM is a part of the sarcasm achieved by the semantic disparity of the 

other lexical items mentioned in the sentence: 

        (16) They seem to have confused soundbites with policy. 

        However, contrary to our expectations, the use of SEEM does not hedge the 

sarcasm. Like might, it even intensifies the sarcastic attitude of the commentator.  

        Thus, the use of SEEM in the two comment sections of the newspaper does not 

differ much. In fact, it can even be argued that both the pattern of use and the 

distribution are fairly similar. Hedged statements have been found to be the most 

frequent speech acts in both sections, leaving reporting, disagreeing and advising far 

behind. 

        However, in comments on political issues SEEM was sometimes employed in 

sarcastic utterances, and in one case even acted as a booster, whereas in the ‘Problem 

solved’ section no cases of sarcasm were detected. 

 

4.3 I (don’t) think 

 

I (don’t) think in all of its uses is considered a prototypical hedge, which conveys the 

speaker’s epistemic/evidential stance and is said to have an interpersonal rather than a 

propositional interpretation (Van Bogaert, 2010, p. 399). In her study of complement 

taking mental predicates (CTMP), Van Bogaert has found that I think is by far the most 

frequent CTMP: in the spoken component of the British National Corpus (BNC), 

comprising around 10 million words, I think occurred 38,872 times, while the second 

most frequent CTMP, I suppose, occurred only 2,593 times. These numbers 

demonstrate the unrivalled frequency of I think in the spoken corpus. 

        In line with these data, in our corpus of around 55,000 words, I (don’t) think has 

been found to be the most frequently occurring hedging device, too. In ‘Problem solved’ 

section it occurs 82 times, while in ‘Comment is free’ section it occurs 52 times (see 

Table 1 above). It is often argued that in order for the CTMP to be used interpersonally, 

it should be used in its prototypical form: the first person singular of the simple present 

(Aijmer, 1972; Fischer, 2007; Hooper, 1975, quoted in Van Bogaert, 2010). Although 

this claim has been refuted by Wierzbicka (2006, quoted in Van Bogaert, 2010), who 
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remarks that the variant forms (e.g. I would think, I thought, I should have thought) can 

also provide an interpersonal perspective, in our study only the prototypical form  of I 

think and its negative I don’t think are considered. 

        As to the structural manifestations of I think, Van Bogaert notes that it can occur at 

the beginning of a clause or can be used in medial or final position, i.e. 

‘parenthetically’, to use her term. In the present paper all occurrences of I think were 

included and the effect of structural variations was analyzed. 

 

Chart 5. The distribution of speech acts containing I (don’t) think in ‘Problem solved’. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chart 6. The distribution of speech acts containing I (don’t) think in ‘Comment is free’. 
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Other (Disagreements,

agreements, answers)
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4.3.1 ‘Problem Solved’ 

 

The frequency of I (don’t) think in this section is higher by almost 40 % than in the 

section ‘Comment is free’, which is in line with the general frequency pattern of hedges 

across the two sections (cf. Table 1). 

        As to the speech act types, statements have been found to be the most frequent 

speech acts, followed by advice. The rest of the occurrences of I (don’t) think are found 

in agreements, disagreements, predictions, affirmation, and informing (see Chart 5). 

        The fact that advice occurs frequently in this section is not surprising, since the 

general goal of the comments is to help those in need. As a prototypical hedge, I (don’t) 

think is closely associated with advice-giving speech acts, since it contributes to 

increasing the quality of advice (cf. MacGeorge et al, 2002). 

        (17) I think you could do with some support and someone to help you see the 

                situation from the outside. 

        So, this is typical advice, with hedging devices such as I think, could, which serve 

the purpose of mitigating the illocutionary force of the utterance. 

        The following two cases of disagreement are interesting to compare: 

        (18) I think it’s irrational to lie awake at night frightened of death, when you are in  

               good health and are of an age that is decades below the life-expectancy in this 

               country. 

        (19)  As the oldest of five children, I think this is unfair. (replying to a previous  

                post about  older kids having to help about the house) 

        In example (18) the commentator criticizes an earlier post, and hedges it by I think. 

At the same time this utterance can be considered covert advice (you don’t need to 

worry about dying if you are in good health and young). Thus, despite disagreeing 

overtly, the hidden illocutionary force of the utterance can be that of giving advice. 

Example (18), in contrast, is a straightforward disagreement, where being part of a 

boosting sequence I think acts as a booster, It can be argued that something that is a 

personal opinion is a hedge, except when the personalness draws attention to felicity 

conditions (I am the oldest of five children, so I know). 
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        In the analysis of I (don’t) think attention has also been paid to its position in the 

utterance. Since it can be used both at the beginning of an utterance and parenthetically, 

it is believed that this has a pragmatic effect as well. In fact, I argue that when used 

initially, I (don’t) think acts as a stronger hedge than when used in a final position. This 

can be explained by the fact that when the speaker begins the utterance with I (don’t) 

think, this immediately signals hedging to the addressee, whereas when used in a final 

position the effect of hedging is delayed, hence it is weaker. In this section   I (don’t) 

think was used more frequently in an initial position (52 out of 82), than parenthetically 

(30 out of 82). Here follow examples of both types: initial and final, respectively. 

        (20) I think your mother is on a self-destruct, the escorting is not really a way of 

                paying her bills- it is a way of expressing her self-loathing.               

        (21) That would be the sensible way forward, I think. 

 

4.3.2 ‘Comment is free’  

 

In this section the predominant speech act type containing I (don’t) think  is statements , 

followed by predictions , then suggestions, disagreeing, agreeing, and answering (see 

Chart 6). 

        I (don’t) think is used to mitigate a statement by imparting an interpersonal 

perspective and reducing the truth value of the proposition. For example: 

        (22) personally I think the commonwealth is kind of neat. 

        This is an interesting example because there are three hedges, operating on both 

propositional and locutionary levels of the same utterance and the effect is that of 

tentativeness. The proposition is ‘commonwealth is neat’, which is hedged by the 

propositional hedge kind of, while the illocutionary force of the statement is hedged two 

times by the speech act hedges personally and I think, which turns it into an extremely 

cautious utterance. It can be argued that in this case the hearer not only learns the 

proposition, but also intertwined with it the knowledge that this is the speaker’s 

personal opinion, and might not necessarily be completely true. 
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        The use of I (don’t) think in predictions should be taken for granted because of the 

nature of this kind of speech acts. Predictions virtually always involve a subjective 

element, which is often linguistically expressed by CTMPs. For example: 

        (23) I think it more likely that the ratchet will continue to turn, and the pressure on 

                working people inexorably increase. 

 

          In two utterances I think was used to mitigate the illocutionary force of 

disagreement. 

        (24) I think you kind of have a misunderstanding of the authority of a UN 

                resolution. 

        (25) While I wouldn’t disagree with your last point, I think you underestimate for  

                how many people transport is a necessity, not to mention the knock-on effect 

                of fuel costs on everyday living and the price of everything you buy that has  

                to be transported to shops or factories. 

        The two examples, however, differ greatly in terms of politeness. The first 

utterance is quite straightforward and even turns to sarcasm and rudeness by the end of 

the comment (unfortunately, because of space constraints the whole comment cannot be 

provided here, however, example (11) found in the analysis of might is the last sentence 

of this comment). 

        In contrast, the second example is very polite, since the writer observes the ‘rules’ 

of disagreeing politely, also referred to as ‘token disagreement’ by Brown & Levinson 

(1987). This strategy consists in first mentioning the common point of view, and then 

expressing disagreement. Moreover, in this case the disagreement is hedged by I think. 

        Thus, we can see that although I think was used in the same type of speech act 

(disagreement), it has different interpretations and functions differently depending on 

the context of use. This is consistent with Holmes’ (1988) claim that the context of 

hedges is more important than its surface structure. 

        As to the positional difference, in this section I (don’t) think was used almost 

equally in initial position and parenthetically. 

        Quite interestingly, in one case I think was used in parenthesis in a mid position. 

        (26)  An interesting prospect all round, particularly as (I think) one of the issues 
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                under contention is the Western attitude to gay rights. 

        This use of I think is argued to be stronger, since it is separated from the 

proposition both structurally and semantically, thereby drawing attention to its hedging 

function, which in ordinary conversation would be realized by particular intonational 

pattern. Thus, interestingly, in CMC prosodic hedging can be realized through 

punctuation, in this case parenthesis.  

        To summarize the analysis of structural variation of  I (don’t) think in both 

sections, it is apparent that  I (don’t) think is used as a stronger hedge in ‘Problem 

solved’ section due to its position than in “Comment is free’. 

        Thus, I (don’t) think, is most frequently used to hedge statements in both sections, 

whereas the second most frequent speech act is different: in ‘Problem solved’ it is 

advice and in ‘Comment is free’ it is predictions. 

 

5. Discussion 

5.1 General discussion 

 

The quantitative analysis revealed that the frequency of hedging devices in ‘Problem 

solved’ section is higher than in ‘Comment is free’ (see Tables 1 and 2), which implies 

that commentators tend to attenuate their utterances more often when talking about 

personal problems (supportive and emotional), than when discussing political issues 

(factual and opinionated). 

        The analysis of the three archetypal hedging devices, namely, might, seem and I 

(don’t) think, revealed that they are employed by commentators in various speech acts. 

Interestingly, all three are used in both sections, often in the same type of speech act, 

but with different frequencies, because the speech acts in which they are typically 

found, occur with different frequency. This is largely due to the difference of the 

communicative goals of the sections: in ‘Comment is free’ the main purpose is to share 

opinion and discuss hot political issues, hence it abounds in statements, predictions, and 

disagreements. Moreover, as the findings revealed, cases of sarcasm are not rare. The 

communicative goal of the series ‘Problem solved’ is to help the person in need, 
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therefore advising is the predominant speech act here. Supportive speech acts such as 

agreements, affirmation are also found more often in this section than in the political 

one. 

        In discussions of personal problems hedges are mostly employed in advice-giving 

speech acts. The latter are hedged because, first of all, the writer does not want to sound 

too imposing and gives the addressee freedom of choice. Presumably, the second reason 

is the avoidance of the commitment to the effectiveness of the advice. A number of 

advice moves contain more than one hedging device contributing to the attenuation of 

the force of the speech act. 

        As mentioned above, in discussions of political issues hedges are found mostly in 

statements. Commentators show inclination to hedge their statements when they are 

genuinely uncertain about facts, or wish to distance themselves from any commitment 

to the truth of the proposition. They achieve this by mitigating the illocutionary force of 

the statement. Predictions, second most frequent speech acts in this section, are also 

hedged, because of the lack of knowledge and certainty on the part of the author of the 

comment. 

         Following Holmes’(1986) distinction of boosting and attenuating, each of which is 

argued to be able to modify both negatively affective speech acts and positively 

affective speech acts,  it can be said that in the discussions of both political and personal 

issues hedges were use to modify predominantly positive affective speech acts (advice, 

statements, agreement). However, it was only in political discussions that hedges were 

found to modify negatively affective speech acts, with the illocutionary force of 

sarcasm. In these cases it has even been argued that they act as boosters and not hedges, 

since they intensify the sarcastic tone of the utterance. 

        Thus, the constative (stating, predicting, disagreeing), directive (advising, 

suggesting) and commissive (agreeing) illocutionary acts (cf. Bach, 2003) found in both 

sections have been shown to be attenuated by referring explicitly to the commentator’s 

belief in or commitment to the proposition being asserted. Since the hedges under 

scrutiny are might, seem, and I (don’t) think, they all have been shown to be employed 

in achieving these ends. However, the distribution of these speech acts varies across the 

two sections, hence the frequency of occurrence of the hedging devices is different. 

Both I (don’t) think and might follow the same pattern: in ‘Comment in free’ they are 
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often employed to attenuate constatives, while in personal comments they are used to 

attenuate directives. As to seem, in both sections it is employed mostly in constative 

speech acts, and very rarely in directives, arguably due to its semantic and grammatical 

features. 

        Thus, hedging is a strategy which flouts the Gricean maxims by providing 

information which is often vague, imprecise and irrelevant. Nevertheless, this 

information often makes the communicative act more successful by expressing the 

writer’s attitude to the proposition and the addressee. 

        The cases of sarcasm are quite noteworthy, and can be categorized under negative 

affective speech acts. In examples (10) and (11) above the surface form is that of 

advice, however the context gives rise to the implicature of sarcasm. In this case we 

speak about mitigation instead of attenuation, since as defined by Fraser (1980) 

‘mitigation is the weakening of the unwelcome effects of the speech act’ (p. 341). 

Nevertheless, as shown in the analysis, the application of hedges (might, seem) in these 

speech acts did not serve its purpose of mitigation, but even acted more as boosters. 

This is consistent with Holmes’ (1986) argument that ‘the same forms may function in 

some contexts as attenuating devices, in others as boosting devices’ (p. 353). 

        At this point a question is bound to arise: why do commentators choose to hedge 

their utterances? Holmes (1986) puts forward two reasons why speakers want to modify 

the illocutionary force of the utterance: firstly, to convey the speaker’s attitude towards 

the proposition (the speaker’s expressed degree of certainty concerning the validity or 

truth of the proposition) and secondly, to express a variety of attitudes to the hearer, 

from very negative to very positive (p. 348). 

        Speech act hedging found in these comment sections will now be discussed in light 

of facework theories. Along with Brown and Levinson’s (1987) model of politeness, 

which proved inadequate in certain cases (for example, in disagreements, agreements), 

its extended version offered by Lim and Bowers (1991), as well as MacGeorge’s et al 

(2002) facework types employed when offering advice, will be applied. 

         It can be argued that commentators exhibit an inclination to hedge the FTAs, such 

as disagreements, and advice addressing the negative face of the interlocutor, which fall 

under negative politeness. The illocutionary force of these utterances threatens the 

negative face of the addressee (the desire to be independent), therefore their attenuation 
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is supposed to redress the threat. For example, instead of the straightforward ‘you need 

help’, the commentator chooses to hedge the advice and comes up with example (17) 

above. 

        Among the most frequent speech act types revealed by the analysis (stating, giving 

advice, predicting, suggesting, disagreeing, agreeing, criticizing), only a few can be 

considered FTAs (advice, disagreeing, criticizing), therefore for the discussion of the 

other speech act types it is necessary to turn to other theories mentioned in the 

‘Theoretical background’.   

        According to Lim and Bowers’ (1991) typology of facework strategies, agreements 

are categorized under ‘Solidarity’ which addresses the basic human face want to be 

included or fellowship face. This corresponds to the positive face in Brown & 

Levinson’s model.  

        Although disagreements as such are not found in the typology, our examples fit 

neatly under the category of ‘Resentment’, found in ‘Approbation’, which addresses the 

human want that their abilities be respected, or competence face. The commentator 

resents the other’s lack of knowledge, for example: 

        (27) All of your posts on this subject make vague accusations but no specifics-you 

               seem to just take it all on faith that it’s so. 

        If parallels were to be drawn, ‘Approbation’ would probably stand closer to Brown 

& Levinson’s positive face.  

        As to the speech act of suggesting, Lim and Bowers classify them under 

‘Approbation’, too, since it is concerned with the competence face of the addressee. 

        Advice is predominantly found in the ‘Problem solved’ section, and being 

considered a prototypical FTA, is generally hedged. It threatens the negative face of the 

interlocutor, i.e. the need not to be imposed on. Lim and Bowers classify advice as a 

strategy under ‘Tact’, i.e. the autonomy face, which is equivalent to the negative face. 

        When analyzing advice messages in our data, MacGeorge’s (2002) evaluation of 

its quality was employed and it became apparent that in most cases it was of high 

quality, i.e. realized with mitigating facework, since they were hedged by the hedging 

devices under scrutiny. In a few cases, however, aggravating advice was present. These 

were found in ‘Comment is free’ section. The tone of the advice was sarcastic, and the 
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hedges used did not fulfill their function of mitigation. Moreover, it was argued above 

that they were applied to boost the sarcasm, which is a threat to the face of the 

addressee. This implies that hedging might not always be a reliable strategy for 

mitigating the force of sarcasm. Thus, depending on the intended illocutionary force, 

advice can be given with both aggravating and mitigating facework, although the first 

type is found exclusively in ‘Comment is free’ section.  

        Although the illocutionary force of the speech acts of statements and predictions is 

that of informing the addressee, there is not much facework done here, unless we 

implement the concept of self -face, which is the pillar of the face- negotiation theory 

(Ting-Toomey, 1988). It can be argued that commentators hedge the propositions in 

these types of speech acts because they do not want to take responsibility for their 

validity. They may either be genuinely uncertain about facts, or may choose to leave 

some space for retreat, thereby securing their self-face from possible loss in case the 

proposition is not true. This is consistent with Maricic’s (2005) argument that in text-

based online interaction hedging can be motivated by the sender’s ‘fear to be 

contradicted, negated or proven wrong’ and their want to ‘protect themselves from 

potential face-damage or loss, i.e. the embarrassment, humiliation and contempt caused 

by a public rebuttal’ (p. 115). In the same vein, predictions are often hedged, too, 

because it is easier to maintain self-face in case they do not come true. The weaker the 

commitment, the less is the loss of face. 

        To summarize the findings and the discussion, it can be claimed that many speech 

acts, FTAs in particular, are presented with some facework in both sections, although 

with different amount. In ‘Problem solved’ section the higher frequency of hedging 

devices allows us to conclude that more facework is done in this section than in 

‘Comment is free’. As to the types of facework, the analysis of the speech acts and their 

categorization under specific types of facework leads us to the conclusion that in 

‘Comment is free’ section commentators strive to uphold their self-face by carrying out 

positive facework, while in ‘Problem solved’ they are more concerned to save other’s 

face and employ negative facework. This seems to be consistent with our initial 

assumption based on the general belief that in discussions of political issues people are 

more self-centered, whereas in personal affair discussions they exhibit more solidarity. 
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5.2. Limitations of the study 

 

In this study I only looked at one strategy of facework, namely, hedging, and made 

generalizations based on the present findings. However, it should be borne in mind that 

facework is a broader concept and includes many dimensions. For example, the 

facework type may depend on such social factors as the power relationship between 

interactants, their cultural background, how well they know each other and so on. 

Nevertheless, none of these factors is relevant to our research, since we looked at online 

comments where interactants are faceless. Given that this is a new dimension added to 

the concept of facework, it is little studied so far. Future research in this area might shed 

light on a more complete vision of facework in cyberspace, in all probability with a 

brand-new facework typology for online beahviour. Our study has given an insight into 

one aspect of this phenomenon, namely, how hedges are used in comments on two 

different topics and what types of facework they help to carry out.   

 

5.3. Further remarks on facework in the comment sections 

 

It is noteworthy that the readership of The Guardian Online rarely uses emoticons in 

their comments. The analysis of corpora revealed the following picture (Table 2). As is 

obvious, expression of emotions through emoticons is not characteristic of this kind of 

CMC. One plausible interpretation is to regard this as a part of facework, reflecting the 

serious attitude of the participants.  

        The low number of cases of the use of contracted forms such as IMHO, LOL, BTW, 

as well as the full, correct spelling of words are also determined by the ‘I respect you’ 

and ‘I have the time to talk to you’ attitude which the readership of The Guardian 

Online show towards each other.  

 

Table 2. The frequency of the use of the exclamation mark, emoticons and contracted forms in the 

comment sections. 

 

Exclamation mark, emoticons 

and contracted forms 

‘Problem solved’ ‘Comment is free’ 
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! 26 26 

:) Smileys 5 1 

:( sad 1 - 

;) winkies 2 - 

IMHO 1 0 

BTW 2 2 

LOL - - 

 

 

5.4. Future research 

 

An interesting issue for future research would be to compare the use of hedging devices 

in CMC with face to face communication, since the general assumption is that people 

employ less facework online than in ordinary conversation.  

        Another question worth studying would be hedging on other online platforms, such 

as chat rooms, blogs, emails etc. Since these are comparatively new modes of 

communication, the investigation of hedging would shed light on the issue of effective 

interaction between online users.  

 

6. Conclusion 

 

In this study I have explored the use of hedges in two different sections of the 

newspaper The Guardian Online and attempted to account for the discovered 

differences in the frequency of hedges and the types of facework in light of a 

combination of facework theories. It can be concluded that the higher occurrence of 

hedging devices in the section ‘Problem solved’ as compared to ‘Comment is free’ is 

determined by the difference in the communicative goal of these sections: the purpose 

of the first section is to support those in need in personal problems, hence more 

attenuated utterances, while the goal of the second section is to share opinion on current 

political issues, engage in discussions and debates, hence a stronger need to sound 

confident and knowledgeable. 
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        The further analysis of the hedging devices might, SEEM and I (don’t) think 

demonstrated that their use differs across the two sections both by the frequency of 

occurrence and by the type of illocutionary acts they modify. The frequency pattern 

follows the same structure found for hedging devices in general (see Table 1), that is, all 

three hedges appear more often in the personal than political section.  

        Since giving advice is the most predominant speech act type found in ‘Problem 

solved’, and statements and predictions in ‘Comment is free’, it has become possible to 

conclude that participants present their comments with negative (or mitigating) 

facework in the first section, while in the second section the prevailing type of facework 

is positive, even with some cases of aggravating facework. These differences are 

accurately accounted for by the different face wants of interactants: in one case they 

strive to ‘save’ other’s face, in the other- they are more concerned with upholding self-

face. 

        Thus, the findings revealed the most frequent hedges and defined their role in 

facework, which may have practical implications for users of the internet in general: 

being able to notice hedging and attempting to produce them consciously will add one 

more dimension to the joint effort of participants to make the communicative act 

maximally effective (Gricean Cooperative Principle in Grice, 1975), especially in a 

faceless environment like online interaction. 
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Appendix A 

 
The list of hedging devices 

Hedging device Hedging device 

A bit Largely 

Actually Likelihood 

Allegedly Likely 

Almost Look 

And stuff May 

And that Maybe 

Apparently Might 

Appear More or less 

Approximately Normally 

Arguably Often 

Argue Partially 

Around Perhaps 

As a rule Possibility 

Assume Possibly  

Assumption Practically 

Barely Predict 

Believe Presumably 

Broadly Pretty 

Broadly speaking Probability 

By any chance Probably 

Can Propose  

Claim Reckon 
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Conclude Relatively 

Could Reportedly 

Eh Roughly 

Essentially Roughly speaking 

Evidently Seem 

Fairly Seemingly 

For me Slightly 

Frequently Sometimes 

Gather Somewhat 

Generally Sort of 

Generally speaking Speculate 

Guess Strictly speaking 

I (don’t) think Suggest 

I mean Superficially 

Imply Suppose 

In a sense Supposedly 

In a way Surely 

Indicate Suspect 

In fact Technically 

Infer Tend 

In most cases Theoretically 

In principle Typically 

In some senses Usually 

In some respects Virtually 

Just about Would 

Kind of You know 
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