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Abstract: Exclusion qualifiers are linguistic tools that limit or modify the scope
of a statement, allowing speakers or writers to exclude certain aspects without
outright falsification. This study explores the use of exclusion qualifiers in different
contexts, including everyday conversation, academic writing, and legal discourse.
Through syntactic analysis, the research examines how these qualifiers function and
their effect on meaning, clarity, and interpretation. Findings suggest that exclusion
qualifiers are used strategically to withhold information, generalize claims, and
create ambiguity in varying contexts.
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1. Introduction

Exclusion qualifiers such as "pretty much,"” "not really," and "for the most part"
have a significant impact on language, allowing individuals to partially reveal the
truth while leaving room for ambiguity. This study examines the syntactic and
semantic functions of exclusion qualifiers and analyzes their roles in different
contexts. Understanding how these qualifiers operate can shed light on their
pragmatic implications, especially in contexts where truth and precision are crucial,
such as legal settings and academic research.

2. Literature Review

Previous research on hedging and ambiguity in language highlights the
importance of qualifiers in communication. Studies have explored their use in
academic writing and legal documents, but there is limited research on how exclusion
qualifiers function across multiple contexts. This section reviews key works related
to hedging, pragmatics, and discourse analysis, providing a foundation for the present
study.

3. Methodology

This research employs a qualitative syntactic analysis of texts from three
domains: everyday conversation, academic writing, and legal documents. A corpus-
based approach is used to collect examples of exclusion qualifiers. Each instance is
analyzed for its syntactic structure and pragmatic role in the text. The study also
conducts interviews with participants to gather insights on their intentions when using
these qualifiers in speech.

4. Syntactic Analysis of Exclusion Qualifiers

This section delves into the syntactic structures of exclusion qualifiers,
highlighting common patterns and variations across contexts.

1.Everyday Conversation:

Example: "I pretty much finished the project."
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Syntactic Structure:

Phrase: Adverbial phrase modifying the verb.

Analysis: The qualifier "pretty much" acts as an adverbial modifier in the
structure [Subject + Adverbial Modifier + Verb Phrase]. It suggests partial
completion while not committing to full completion.

Exclusion qualifiers modify statements in a way that introduces ambiguity,
suggesting the speaker's reluctance to fully commit to what they are saying. These
qualifiers can function as adverbial modifiers, prepositional phrases, or part of a
clause, subtly altering the degree of certainty conveyed by the speaker or writer.

Everyday Conversation Example:

Phrase: "That's pretty much what it is."

Syntactic Structure:

Clause: Declarative sentence with an exclusion qualifier modifying the verb
phrase.

Analysis: In this example, "pretty much" operates as an adverbial phrase
modifying the statement. It suggests that while the speaker is providing some degree
of truth, the phrase leaves room for parts of the story to remain unsaid or unclear.
This syntactic construction highlights a strategy to soften the commitment to a
statement, providing a cushion for ambiguity.

Observation:

Through my YouTube channel | sometimes watch the investigative processes
of criminals who have committed crimes. One day | observed how a conversation is
conducted and how it’s analyzed, the suspect didn’t want to tell the truth and
answered all the questions evasively and enigmatically. The following conversation
process took place in it:

Detective: - | don't know what it is you're being careful about. Okay? And I...
and it's okay to be careful, but the truth is what it is. Okay, and that's what I need from
you.

Suspect: - That's pretty much what it is. | don't know the kid. I know, | know
he's a little white boy...and...

Using the phrase "pretty much™ is what is known as an exclusion qualifier. Other
examples of exclusion qualifier could be saying something like "Not really", or "for
the most part"”. It allows the person to tell some of the truth while hiding the rest. It's
important to note that just because you hear someone use one of these statements, it's
not proof that they are lying, but an indication that they may be.

That's a great example of how exclusion qualifiers can be used in conversation,
especially in a detective setting where every word matters. These phrases, like "pretty
much" or "not really,” can subtly hedge the speaker's statements, leaving room for
ambiguity or withholding details. It's a way to tell part of the truth without fully
committing to the whole truth.

By giving this as an example | want to show their versatility and significance.
Each context might reveal unique patterns—Ilike how in academic writing, exclusion
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qualifiers could be used to limit the scope of research, whereas in casual
conversations, they might downplay or obscure details.

Using the phrase "pretty much™ is common in everyday conversations, allowing
the speaker to avoid full commitment to a statement. Other examples of exclusion
qualifiers include "not really"” or "for the most part.” These phrases allow a person to
share some truth while potentially hiding the rest. It is important to recognize that
while the use of these qualifiers may not indicate outright deception, they can suggest
that the speaker is withholding certain details.

Pragmatic Observation:

The phrase "pretty much" is frequently used in situations where the speaker may
not wish to lie outright but wants to limit their exposure to risk by not revealing the
full truth. In investigative settings, such as police interviews, qualifiers like "pretty
much" allow the speaker to hedge their statements, implying that while they are not
providing complete information, they are not entirely lying either. Other examples
like "not really" or "for the most part" serve similar purposes, allowing individuals to
share partial truths while subtly withholding details.

This can be seen in the following example from an interview transcript:

P: "That's pretty much what it is. | don't know the kid. I know, | know he's a
little white boy..."

Here, the speaker presents "pretty much" as a way to introduce partial agreement
or truth, but the vagueness leaves room for possible information gaps.

2. Academic Writing:

Example: "The results for the most part support the hypothesis."

Syntactic Structure:

Phrase: Prepositional phrase functioning as an adverbial modifier.

Analysis: The exclusion qualifier "for the most part” restricts the claim by
indicating that the support is not absolute. This syntactic structure allows the writer
to hedge their conclusions without making sweeping generalizations. The qualifier
appears between the subject (results) and the predicate (support), emphasizing that
the findings are mostly aligned with the hypothesis but with some exceptions.

Pragmatic Observation:

In academic writing, exclusion qualifiers like "for the most part" are employed
to protect the researcher from overgeneralizing. This allows the author to
acknowledge that while their findings are strong, there may be areas where the
hypothesis does not fully apply. This linguistic strategy provides a way to introduce
nuance and acknowledge complexity without undermining the overall argument.

3. Legal Documents:

Example: "The agreement applies to all parties except those who did not sign."
Syntactic Structure:

Phrase: Prepositional phrase indicating exclusion.
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Analysis: The qualifier "except" introduces a restrictive clause that limits the
scope of the agreement, functioning within a complex sentence structure that defines
the conditions of applicability.

Example: "The client agrees to these terms, except where otherwise specified
by law."

Syntactic Structure:

Phrase: Prepositional phrase introducing an exclusion clause.

Analysis: In this case, "except" introduces a limitation to the agreement. It
allows the speaker (or legal text) to specify that while the agreement holds in general,
certain legal conditions might override it. The syntactic structure shows that the
qualifier is used to introduce a dependent clause, which serves as an exclusion or
limitation to the broader statement.

Pragmatic Observation:

In legal documents, exclusion qualifiers serve an important function in
protecting parties from absolute liability. They create boundaries within which the
statement is true while excluding certain scenarios or exceptions. These phrases, such
as "except" or "unless otherwise specified,” allow for precision and flexibility in
interpreting contracts or agreements.

5. Roles of Exclusion Qualifiers in Different Contexts

Everyday Conversation:

In casual speech, exclusion qualifiers serve as softeners, allowing speakers to
withhold information or make vague statements. They are often used to avoid
confrontation or protect the speaker from being definitive.

Example: "I pretty much agree with you, but | need more time to think about
it."

Academic Writing:

In academic discourse, exclusion qualifiers are used to limit the scope of claims
and make cautious generalizations. They help scholars avoid overgeneralization and
acknowledge the complexity of their findings.

Example: "The results for the most part support the hypothesis, though further
research is needed."

Legal Documents:

In legal language, exclusion qualifiers are carefully used to avoid liability and
create boundaries in contracts or agreements.

Example: "The client agrees to these terms, except where otherwise specified
by law."

Example from Everyday Conversation:

In the earlier interview excerpt, where the speaker says "That's pretty much what
itis," the use of "pretty much" signals that the speaker may be providing only part of
the truth. This suggests that while the speaker is not outright lying, they are hedging
the truth. This strategic use of language helps the speaker avoid committing fully to
their statement, providing them with flexibility if challenged.

Pragmatic Use in Professional and Legal Contexts:
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In professional and legal contexts, exclusion qualifiers perform a similar
function, but with more formal implications. In academic writing, qualifiers such as
"for the most part" or "to some extent" allow researchers to avoid overgeneralizing
their findings. This protects their work from criticism by leaving room for nuance and
complexity. In legal documents, exclusion qualifiers like "except” or "unless" create
specific conditions under which the general terms apply, safeguarding both parties
from unintended consequences.

6. Pragmatic Implications

Exclusion qualifiers are used across various contexts to achieve similar
communicative goals: they provide a mechanism for managing truth, generalizing
claims, and creating ambiguity. These qualifiers enable speakers or writers to
maintain plausible deniability, leaving room for future clarification or correction
without fully committing to a definitive statement.

The strategic use of exclusion qualifiers has important pragmatic implications.
In each context, qualifiers provide a way to communicate uncertainty, create
flexibility in interpretation, and avoid full commitment to a statement. These
functions can impact how messages are received and understood by the audience.

7. Conclusion

Exclusion qualifiers play a critical role in shaping meaning across different
types of discourse. They serve as critical linguistic tools for managing truth, creating
boundaries, and introducing ambiguity in different contexts. Whether used in casual
conversation to hedge a statement, in academic writing to acknowledge exceptions,
or in legal documents to clarify liability, these qualifiers shape how information is
presented and understood. They provide speakers and writers with a tool to manage
information carefully. Future research could explore the psychological effects of
exclusion qualifiers on listeners or readers, as well as their ethical implications in
contexts where full transparency is required.
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