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Abstract

This paper identifies and accounts for mitigation strategies in a corpus of language that
attempts to reflect the communicative style of Chinese speakers in semi-structured oral
interviews. Thus, the analysis was carried out on the informal conversations of the C-ORAL-
CHINA corpus. Mitigating resources were classified and grouped into seven general procedures
that constitute different strategic mechanisms with which mitigation is carried out. Regarding
the strategic mechanisms through which mitigation was carried out in these semi-structured
oral Chinese interviews, the most common strategies were the following: the use of resources
that downgrade what has been said or done, the use of resources that involve the addressee in
what has been said or done, and the use of resources that limit or restrict what has been said
or done. Conversely, the strategies of correcting or repairing what has been said, justifying, and
defocalizing had the lowest frequency of use.

Keywords: Chinese language, linguistic mitigation, linguistic resources, discursive strategies,
pragmatics choice

Povzetek

Clanek opredeljuje in pojasnjuje ublaZitvene strategije v korpusu jezika, ki odraza
komunikacijski slog kitajskih govorcev v polstrukturiranih ustnih intervjujih. Analiza je bila
izvedena na neformalnih pogovorih korpusa C-ORAL-KITAJSKA. Sredstva za ublaZitev so
razvrSéena in zdruZena v sedem sploSnih postopkov, ki sestavljajo razlicne strateSke
mehanizme, s katerimi se izvaja ublaZitev. NajpogostejSe strategije mehanizmov, prek katerih
je bilo blaZenje izvedeno v teh polstrukturiranih ustnih kitajskih intervjujih, so bile: uporaba
virov, ki zmanjSujejo pomen povedanega ali storjenega, uporaba virov, ki vkljucujejo naslovnika
v to, kar je bilo re¢eno ali storjeno, in uporaba virov, ki omejujejo ali omejujejo izre¢eno oziroma
storjeno. Nasprotno pa so bile najmanj pogosto uporabljene strategije popravljanja ali
popravljanja povedanega, utemeljevanja in defokalizacije.

Kljucne besede: kitajski jezik, jezikovne ublaZitve, jezikovni viri, diskurzivne strategije, izbor
rabe jezika
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1 Introduction

Mitigation is a highly complex pragmatic phenomenon that has become a prioritized
object of study in recent decades and has been approached from disciplines such as
pragmatics and discourse analysis (Fraser, 1980; Sibsa, 2001; Caffi, 2007; Cestero,
2020). After decades of intense work, it has been possible to: define mitigation, and
also discriminate and establish the limits of this phenomenon in terms of other close
concepts, such as vague language (Lakoff, 1972; Fraser, 1980; Holmes, 1984; Caffi, 2007;
Overstreet, 2011; Albelda & Briz, 2020), verbal courtesy (Fraser, 1980; Bravo, 2005;
Thaler, 2012; Briz & Albelda, 2013; Figueras, 2020), or intensification (Shisa, 2001;
Kotwica, 2020; Albelda & Briz, 2020); and to establish operational criteria for its
recognition in its context of use (Albelda et al., 2014; Villalva, 2020; Cestero & Albelda,
2020).

Regarding Chinese language, the literature review shows that the study of
mitigation is like that of other linguistic traditions. It starts within the framework of the
study of speech acts, specifically in the category of internal modifiers, and with a
methodology mainly based on the Discourse Completion Test (DCT). In recent years,
however, the study of mitigation has increasingly focused on its recognition and
analysis in different discourse genres, as well as on the monographic analysis of the
different linguistic resources that make its realization possible (Querol-Bataller, 2022).

Thus, this research aims to describe the use of mitigation strategies in semi-
structured interviews in the Chinese language. In addition, for the development of
future research, it would be advisable to find a theoretical and methodological
framework that allows not only to outline a Chinese linguistic pattern of mitigation in
this context but also its contrast with other languages or linguistic varieties.

We should not forget that mitigation is a strategy subject to variation: it is a
pragmatic, sociolinguistic and dialectal variable. Although it has been recognized
for some time, very little research had been carried out until studies were made
of linguistic mitigation taking into account its variability. (Cestero, 2020, p. 364)

2 Theoretical and methodological framework

This paper applies a theoretical and methodological framework that has already been
successfully used to study mitigation (Albelda & Briz, 2020; Cestero, 2020; Cestero &
Albelda, 2020; Cestero & Albelda, forthcoming). According to them, mitigation is
defined as follows:

a rhetoric-pragmatic strategy that arises from the need to save face (own or
others’), to protect, soften, and repair possible damaging effects on the proper
development of communication. It is expressed through vague language
mechanisms that blur propositional content, minimizing semantic quantity or
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quality or directly reducing the illocutionary force of speech acts and formulating
less commitment to what is said. It generates conversational implicature through
indirectness in the expression of the speaker's true intention. (Albelda & Briz,
2020, p. 582. My translation)

In addition, Villalva (2020) offers three criteria (absence, commutation, and
solidarity) in order to identify the effective use of mitigation resources in the analysis.

Based on the concept of mitigation as a pragmatic phenomenon that can be carried
out using various linguistic or nonverbal resources, Cestero (2020), and Cestero and
Albelda (2020) classify the mitigation resources into seven general strategies, which
comprise the different strategic mechanisms through which mitigation is carried out.

These strategies are as follows:

1.

Resources that correct, repair or prevent what has been said or done, or will
be said or done. The resources may be included in this category are explicit
illocutionary force indicating devices (IFID), correcting or reformulating
markers, or prosodic and paralinguistic elements.

Resources that limit or restrict what is said or done. The resources may be
included in this category are constructions that limit an opinion to a particular
person or a certain field, or concessivity and syntactic structures that restrict
the range of the speech act, by means of conditional, concessive, or temporal
structures.

Resources that downgrade what is said or done. The resources may be
included in this category are verbs, verb constructions, and modal particles
that express doubt or probability regarding an opinion; verbs, verb
constructions, and discourse particles that feign doubt, incompetence, or
ignorance; modal use of verb tenses; or requests, questions, commands, and
orders indirectly expressed.

Resources that minimize or blur the quantity or the quality of what is said.
The resources may be included in this category are internal morphological
modifiers (diminutive suffixes), external modification (downgrading
guantifiers, and approximators or diffusers of meaning), softer expressions in
a meaningful content, or foreign words.

Resources that justify. The resources that may be included in this category
are justifying or excusing constructions.

Resources that involve the addressee in what is said or done. The resources
may be included in this category are ellipsis in the conclusion, structures that
are suspended or cut short, discourse particles and expressions of control of
the interaction, or ways of addressing the interlocutor.
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7. Resources that impersonalize and defocalize. The resources may be included
in this category are impersonalizations hiding the source of the utterance,
using an impersonal construction or a widely-held opinion,
impersonalizations using direct speech; and objectivization using modal
discourse particles.

These strategies are organized as a continuum between two extremes that indicate
the greater or lesser commitment of the speaker and, consequently, the greater or
lesser exposure to the self-image. Figure 1 represents this continuum and shows these
seven strategies, which range from correcting or repairing what has been said or done

to defocalizing.
6. Involve 7
5. Justify the e o
addressee

Figure 1: Mitigation strategies (Cestero, 2020, p. 369)

The typological characteristics of the languages constrain the linguistic resources
that make mitigation possible for each. However, this fact, using the above-mentioned
framework of analysis, does not prevent the comparison between different languages
or linguistic varieties from being carried out, since the classification of resources is not
based on the linguistic nature of these resources but on the strategic mechanism for
which they are used. Thus, for example, in Spanish, verb tenses can be used
pragmatically to downgrade what is said or done, and diminutive suffixes can be used
to minimize or blur the quantity or quality of what is said. Such a morphological
modification is not common in Chinese,! but these mechanisms can be carried out by

1 The Chinese language is traditionally classified as an isolating language, as it is generally considered
to lack an inflectional and derivational morphology. However, there are some exceptions, such as
JL (er). “Etymologically, -er was a diminutive suffix for nouns; but it has lost its semantic content in
modern Mandarin, and its distribution in Beijing dialect has been extended to other parts of speech
[...] Basically, the retroflex suffix remains a nominal suffix as it once was when it served as a
diminutive suffix” (Li & Thompson, 1989, pp. 39-40).
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other resources, such as auxiliary verbs, the reduplication of volitive verbs,
downgrading quantifiers, approximators of meaning, or softer expressions in the
meaningful content. Thus, a framework used by Cestero (2020), and Cestero and
Albelda (2020), and criteria set by Villalva (2020) will be used as an exploratory proposal
to describe and analyze mitigation in semi-structured interviews in the Chinese
language.

Material from the C-ORAL-CHINA corpus? is used as the primary source of data to
be analyzed. This open-access corpus includes recordings classified into three types:
media, formal, and informal. In the latter, one of the interlocutors asks the other
interlocutor about topics such as leisure, customs, travel, or decoration. As Dong Yang
(2011, pp. 98-99) acknowledges, these conversations are more like semi-structured
interviews than spontaneous conversations.

The speakers of the informal conversations in C-ORAL-CHINA are male and female,
aged between 18-25 and 25-40, university students or graduates; thus, these are
Generations 1 and 2 of Education Level 3.2 However, as Dong (2011, p. 92) points out,
they are not equally represented because, among other reasons, the aim of the C-
ORAL-CHINA corpus is not to carry out sociolinguistic studies.* Thus, the speakers in the
informal conversations analyzed in this paper are distributed, as shown in Table 1.

Table 1: Informal conversations from C-ORAL-CHINA corpus

Education level 3 (higher education) Men Women
Generation 1 (20-34 years old) 27 % 52 %
Generation 2 (35-55 years old) 8% 13%

3  Mitigation strategies in the informal conversations from the C-ORAL-CHINA
corpus

This section shows the analysis of the informal conversations from the C-ORAL-CHINA
corpus, which was carried out according to the specific guidelines established by
Albelda et al. (2014), Cestero (2020), Cestero and Albelda (2020), and Villalva (2020).
The percentage of use of each of the mitigation strategies is presented global terms

2 Available at http://cartago.llif.uam.es/dat/c-oral-chino?m=1

3 Three interviews (Ch10 Hospital, Ch11 Hospital2, and Ch21 Supermarket) have been excluded from
this analysis, as according to their characteristics, they are more similar to spontaneous
conversations than to semi-structured interviews. Some of the interlocutors, moreover, belonged
to Generation 3.

4 The corpus does not specify the geographical origin of the speakers, so it is not possible to carry
out sociolinguistic research on the basis of their diatopic features.
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(See Figure 3), and also broken down by age and gender (See Figure 4). In addition, the
linguistic resources with which the Chinese speakers implemented these strategies are
exemplified.

The corpus consists of 22 informal interviews from C-ORAL-CHINA, involving a
recording of 218,132 minutes and a transcription of 60,339 characters. As mentioned
above, these interviews involve university students or graduates who have been
specifically encouraged to use Putonghua, the standard form of Chinese.

The analysis revealed the use of 1,410 mitigation resources, which means an
average of one mitigation resource for each of the 42.79 characters. However, some
variability was observed, since while certain conversations, such as Chin 08 Postcards
or Chin18 Movies are well above average, others, such as Chin12 Playing games or
Chin05 Character, are far behind (See Figure 2).

Media

Chin24 Life in Cuba
Chin23 Life in Spain
Chin22 Travel to Europe
Chin21 Character
Chin20 Yun Nan

Chin19 Plants

Chin18 Movies

Chin17 Home decoration
Chin16 Working ...
Chin15 Erhu2

Chin14 Erhu

Chin13 Rabbits ...
Chin12 Playing games

Conversation title

Chin09 Argentine soccer ...
Chin08 Postcards

Chin07 Cooking

Chin06 Driving a car ...
Chin05 Character

Chin04 Love2

Chin03 Love

Chin02 Chess

Chin01 Travel ...

o
[uny
o
N
o

30 40 50 60 70
Number of mitigation strategies

[o]
o
[Yo]
o

100

Figure 2: Frequency of mitigation resources in each of the informal conversations
from C-ORAL-CHINA



Mitigation Strategies in Semi-structured Oral Chinese Interviews 79

Regarding the strategic mechanisms through which mitigation has been carried out,
the most common strategies were the following: resources that downgrade what has
been said or done, resources that involve the addressee in what has been said or done,
and resources that limit or restrict what has been said or done. Conversely, the
strategies of correcting or repairing what has been said, justifying, and defocalizing had
the lowest frequency of use (See Figure 3).
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Figure 3: Mitigation strategies in informal interviews from C-ORAL-CHINA

Similar results were found if the data were broken down by age and gender (See
Figure 4). The results in the group of G2-Men may be striking. However, although the
data have been weighted according to the percentage that each of the groups
represents the total sample analyzed, the sample of the G2-Men group accounts for
barely 8% (See Table 2). Therefore, it is probable that this result cannot be considered
illustrative of the behavior of the G2-Men group. A larger sample would be necessary
to draw definitive conclusions.
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Figure 4: Mitigation strategies in informal interviews from C-ORAL-CHINA,
distributed by age and gender

According to the analysis, in global terms, the strategy of downgrading what is said
or done was the most used (See Figure 3), and in each of the different groups, this
strategy shows a very high degree of frequency of use (See Figure 4).

The strategy of downgrading what is said or done involves the use of resources
such as, for example, assertions in the form of doubt or probability, as well as verbs,
constructions, or particles that feign ignorance. These resources reduce the
illocutionary force of the speech act, and at the same weaken the speaker’s
commitment to what is said. Some examples are given below.

In the conversation Chin06 Driving a car, the use of public and private means of
transport to get to work in Beijing is discussed. The GLT speaker repeatedly expressed
his assertions in the form of doubt or probability, not because of his lack of knowledge,
but as a clear mitigation strategy to self-protect his image (1). In Example (2), the
conversation Chin01 Travel, the speaker talks about her experience in the educational
system. She also expressed her assertions in the form of doubt or probability as a
mitigation strategy.
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(1) Conversation Chin6 Driving a car.’

GLT: XNM/IXNMENMREFNFAENR/CHFERARAME S EAgER IR
1&®///
zhe ge [/] zhé ge you gé zui hdo de hdo chu jiu shi shuo / ta de bao yang
chéng bén la ge fang mian ké néng hui bi jiao di ///
‘This [/] one of the best things about this is that / its maintenance costs may
be lower in all aspects///’

GLT: EHEAKRK xxX #HE/ LB FE—FNEERATRIMELREERZ T
B 4508/
yin wéi da jia XXX dou zhi dao // chi zG ché yi nidn de Ii chéng shu ké néng
hui ding zhe s jia ché cha bu dud qi dao shi nian ba ///
‘Because everybody XXX knows // The mileage of a taxi in a year may be
about seven to ten years compared to a private car. ///’

(2) Conversation Chin01 Travel.

ZXH:  FRLL//RIBETEPIESF /3R] B0 LIREHELL R R/MER B EEIR
BFIR/AIgE R —E B ERZWIEZ //
sud yi // ké néng zai x1 ban ya // wo men hui gan jué shang ke de shi hou bi
jiao sui yi // dan shi zhén zhéng jié shou de zhi shi / ké néng bu yi ding you
gud néi jié shou dé duod ///
‘So // maybe in Spain // we'll feel more casual when we're in class // but the
knowledge we really receive / may not have much acceptance in our country

"

ZXH:  BAG/ENNBBEHA—#//&mm EEHRE/
el gEFE IS M E BV /115R 5 7 A0E///
sut ran shuo / wo men de jiao yu ti zhi bu yi yang // &mm dan shi wo xiang /
woO ké néng geng shi ying gud néi de jiao [/] shou ke fang fa ba /
‘even though / our education system is not the same // &mm but | think
/perhaps | am more used to our teaching [/] teaching methods ///

Some of the resources traditionally included in so-called conventionalized indirect
strategies (Blum-Kulka et al., 1989; Zhang, 1995a) are resources to downgrade what
has been said or done. In Chinese, these resources are auxiliary verbs, such as BJ L,
(k&yi, ‘may’), BE (néng, ‘can’), or I/ 1% (yinggai, ‘should’); interrogative sentences, such
as ;EAFE (z&n me yang, ‘How about ...?’); or verbs of desire, such as [&[& (qgingyuan,
‘wish’), BE (xdyao, ‘need’), & 28 (xiwang, ‘hope’), or A8 (xidng, ‘wish’). In this paper,
they are included and accounted for in a list of mitigation resources specifically as
resources that downgrade what has been said or done. It is important to point out this

5 The mitigation resources are marked in bold type.
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phenomenon because when the study of mitigation is based on speech acts, these
resources, insofar as they are considered to be part of the head of the speech act, are
very often not identified as mitigation resources (Blum-Kulka et al., 1989; Zhang, 1995a;
Zhang, 1995b; Li, 2016) (Querol-Bataller, 2022). Some examples are given below.

(3) Conversation Chin07 Cooking, the speaker explains how to solve some cooking
problems.

XUN.  FBIRAtAFRBCHMRFRAIZIE?
na ni weéi shén me bu zi ji zu6 didn dong xi chi ne?
‘So why don't you make yourself something to eat?’

XUN:  {RAJAECHERE / &BE—=) LRIZH?
ni ké yi zi ji zai jia Ii / zh¥ yi didn er rou chi 37
‘You could cook a little meat for yourself at home?’

(4) Conversation Chin01 Travel, the speaker talks about her hobbies during her stay in
Spain.

DOY: FBRIRIRFETEFRIASH /AT B Zi814) LG
Na ni xianzai zai xibanya // xibanya bu you haodud haibian er ma
‘So you now in Spain // Doesn't Spain have a lot of beaches?
DOY: {REJLAEZMZE—T///
ni kéyi chénji qu yixia
‘You may take advantage of it and go sometime///’

The resources that involve the addressee in what is said or done also function as a
pragmatic strategy to reduce the illocutionary force of the speech act, but in this
strategy, the responsibility for the statement is transferred from the speaker to the
addressee. Thus, this strategy leaves space for negotiation with the addressee, and the
speech act becomes negotiable and more suggestive. Furthermore, according to
Cestero (2020) (See Figure 1), this is one of the mitigation strategies with the lowest
degree of self-image exposure.

For this function, the most commonly used resource in the corpus is the I (ba)
particle (Kendrick, 2018; Fang & Hengeveld, 2020) (5), but so are questions with
assertive value, either in the form of question tags (Han, 1988; Hsin, 2016) (6) or in the
form of rhetorical questions (Alleton, 1988; Wu & Zhou, 2020) (7).
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(5) Conversation Chin01 Travel, the speaker talks about her experience in the
educational system.

ZXH:

ZXH:

FrLA//RIBETEPREESF // B A ) = R 08 iR RUBHMR L IRBE B/ /B R B IE UK
RFNIR/RIgER—E B ERIZEWIEZ///

Sudyi// kénéng zai xibanya// women hui ganjué shangkeé de shihou bijiao
suiyi// danshi zhénzhéng jieshou de zhishi/ kénéng bu yiding you gudnei
jieshou dé duo///

‘So // maybe in Spain // we'll feel more casual when we're in class // but the
knowledge we really receive / may not have much acceptance in our
country///’

BRI/ BTN BE B A —1E//&mm BE2FHE/FH T fEEIE N E R
/=R AW/

Suiran shud/ women de jiaoyu tizhi bl yiyang// &mm danshi wo xiang/ wo
kénéng geng shiying gudneéi de jiao [/] shouke fangfa ba///

‘even though/ our education system is not the same // &mm but | think / |
may be more used to our teaching [/] teaching methods ///’

(6) Conversation Chin23 Life in Spain, the speaker talks about how to prepare Chinese
dishes in Spain.

ZXH:

ZXH:

FrAMN REAAM P EZAIE// R EERMB MR —TT///

Sudyi rigud wo xiang zud zhonggud cai dehua// zhi néng yong xian you de
cailiao jiang jiu yixiale///

‘So if | want to make Chinese food // I'll just have to make do with the
available ingredients ///’

EbanFRAT BT ATE B T 3L 2l xR/ 34 IE?
Bird women kéyi zai chaoshi mai dao suan// dui ba?
‘For example we could buy garlic at the supermarket // right?’

(7) Conversation Chin07 Cooking, the speaker talks about how to prepare Chinese
dishes in Spain.

ZXH:

ARG RENHFNEEFNMFE LR —#05?

Ni bu juédé zhongguo de qiézi hé xibanya de qiézi youxié bl yiyang ma?
‘Don't you think the Chinese eggplant is a little bit different from the
Spanish eggplant?’

In global terms, the strategies that limit or restrict what is said or done was the
third most frequently used. In the informal interviews from C-ORAL-CHINA, this
strategy is basically carried out through constructions that limit an opinion to a
particular person or a certain field. One of the most frequently used is FTi1§ (wo
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juéde, 'l think') (Lim, 2011), but others are also found, such as, for example, FA8 (wo
xidng, 'l think'), 3 F3Ki5% (dui wo 1&i shud, 'for me'), XE2FHRIMIEMIE X (zhe shi wo
xianzai de kanfd, 'this is my current point of view'), T X A8 (wo shi zhéme xidng
de, 'l think s0'), M\iX— s 1 (cdng zhe yididn shang shud, 'from that point on'), and
FENAIAJT (Wo gérén rénwéi, 'l personally think'). Some examples are shown below.

(8) Conversation Chin04 Love2, the speaker talks about those who, in order to keep a
relationship, focus mainly on appearance.

HAK: RAEXEHME // ERBTRBEMIEREMFE // AEEENHEHX
BB ) RERT /| ZRREWMENEZE //
Ranhou zhé shihou// jiushi shudé nagé ganging jiu hui hén kuai chixian
liehén// ranhou zhizhi shuangfang dou shiqu xingqu// ranhou fénkai// zhe
shi wo xianzai de kanfa///
‘And then that's when // that relationship will quickly crack // and then until
both parties lose interest // and separate // that's how | see it now ///’

HAK: PRI BEIE X [/] MR RE / IPRRAERRRIE // AR ZLLRK R
B ///
Suoyi wo juédé zhe zhong [/] zhe zhong jiushi zhi ping/ waibido 1ai wéichi
ganging// quéshi shi bijiao fugian de///
‘So | think this kind of [/] is just based on / appearance to maintain the
relationship // /is indeed rather superficial //’

(9) Conversation Chin01 Travel, the speaker talks about her learning experience in
Spain.

ZXH:  BAN/BITNABAEIA—F//&mm B EFHME /K I sEEIE M [E R
/=R 57/ /]
Suiran shud/ women de jiaoyu tizhi bl yiyang// &mm danshi wo xiang/ wo
kénéng geng shiying gudneéi de jiao [/] shouke fangfa ba///
‘Although / our education system is different // &mm but I think / perhaps |
am more comfortable with the teaching [/] method in China ////’

It is interesting to consider, however, whether this high incidence is conditioned
by the Chinese communicative style or by the discourse genre that makes up the corpus.
The data are taken from conversations (semi-structured interviews) in which the
speakers are asked for their opinions on certain topics. Semi-structured interview
promotes the use of assertive speech acts, and the use of constructions that limit an
opinion to a particular person or a certain field is closely related to the production of
assertive speech acts. Therefore, the following question is raised: is Chinese speakers’
high use of strategies that limit or restrict what is said a feature of their own
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communicative style, or on the contrary, does the discourse genre explain their high
use?

In terms of a discourse genre, the PRESEA corpus® and the informal conversations
from C-ORAL-CHINA are quite similar, and the PRESEA corpus also promotes the use of
assertive speech acts. However, except for Mexico City, the use of that strategy is very
low and, even in some varieties, it is not representative (Cestero & Albelda, 2020;
Cestero & Albelda, forthcoming). Consequently, the use of the strategy of limiting or
restricting what is said or done through constructions that limit an opinion to a
particular person or a certain field seems to be a characteristic of the communicative
style of speakers of Standard Chinese, at least among those of Generation 1 and
Educational level 3.

Resources that minimize or blur the quantity or quality of what is said or done have
also registered a relatively high frequency of use. Among the resources that make this
strategy possible, the use of external modifiers stands out, especially the so-called
minimizing quantifiers, such as —F (yixia, ‘a little’), —&= (yididn, ‘a little’), or —L&
(yixie, ‘a little’) (Jiang 2012, Zhang 2019). On the other hand, it is also relevant to
highlight the use that these Chinese speakers make of litote resources.

The litote consists of an evaluative expression made through the negation of its
opposite. It can be used pragmatically in the expression of negative judgments and
evaluations (10), but also in the expression of positive judgments and evaluations
toward the speaker, or in the expression of socially committed opinions (11).”

(10) Conversation Chin23 Life in Spain, the speaker talks about his cooking skills.

ZXH:  TERFLERS // HEZ eI R KEF/// ITHENEEE oo L@l
SRE AR IE
Erqgié ni zhidao ma// wd de chu yi kébu tai hdo/// tamen liang gé
jingchdng zai QQ shang tongguo shipin jiao wo zud fan ne
‘And do you know what // my cooking skills are not very good/// the two
of them often teach me to cook through videos on QQ’

6 PRESEA comprises semi-structured interviews in Spanish, in a neutral register, and based on
thematic modules, such as time, place of residence, family, friendship, customs, etc. Available at
http://preseea.linguas.net.

7 It is striking how the use of some of these mitigation forms has become lexicalized in the language
and become the unmarked option. This is the case of expressions such as /& (bl cuo, ‘not bad’)
or ;%8 (méi cuo, ‘not bad’) to evaluate a certain state of affairs. However, it should be noted that
their original structure is a mitigation strategy, as the speaker blurs the content of what is said.
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(11) Conversation ChO1Travel, the speaker talks about her learning experience in Spain.

LXX:

LXX:

RIE/BETIBES//&mm —ELEBERRUIN IEE—EHAZERNR/BEIR/
2 LRV AT LUK

Ranhou// chile yuyan// &mm yixié yufa ke yiwai// hai you yixié shénme
yishu ke/ dianying ke/ jingji lei de dou kéyi xuanxit

‘Then // in addition to language // &mm some grammar classes // there are
some art classes / film classes / economics that can be taken as electives’

B 2MAEKiH/MBLERERFEBFINE
Danshi zongti |3i jiang// naxié ke yaoqiu bushi tebié gao
‘But in general// those classes are not particularly demanding’

As mentioned above, the strategies that the analysis has revealed with the lowest
use were, on the one hand, resources that justify what has been said or done and, on
the other hand, resources that correct or repair what has been said or done. With
regard to the latter, it should be noted that laughter® was the most common recourse,
and its use was noticed, for example, in reply to criticism, positive or negative, of the
speakers themselves or of another person, in response to socially compromised
utterances, or after showing disagreement with the addressee. Some examples are
given below.

(12) Conversation ChinO1Travel, the speakers talk about shopping in Spain.

SMW

DOY

SMW

m B ELIREIRZ soL Fi) LE//AAFKBIF soL BRIAIES//SARIEK
//ERAERE—=)L///

Ergié wo bijiao xihuan qu SOL na bian er guang// yinwei wo juédé SOL na
bian dian dud// ranhou hai da// dongxi bijiao quan yidian er///

‘| prefer to go to Sol and walk there // because | think that in Sol there are
many shops // and it’s also bigger // there is quite a bit of everything’

EEARDNFRE T //FRUIRERE .....

Shi yinwei ni gézi tai gaole// sudyi ni zai zhonggua......

‘It's because you're too tall // so you're in China...”
HAEE—NRA//FERE S I —1REA hhh {%act laugh}///

Dangran gao shi yigé yuanyin// pang haishi lingwai yige yuanyin hhh {%act

laugh}///
‘Of course high is one reason // fat is another reason hhh {%act laugh}///’

8 Cestero (1999) explains different conversational uses of laughter.
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(13) Conversation Ch23 Life in Spain, the speakers talk about birthday celebrations.
ZXH: R/ HEEBEENRIZHI AMEFIIERS ///

Buguo// wo haishi géng xihuan chi biérén zuo hao de dangao///
‘But // | still prefer to eat cakes made by others ///’

ZXH: XtENEE)LXFE // "EIE hhh {%act: laugh} // EFLEXBT ///
Zheéyang you shéngshi er you fangbian// héihéi hhh {%act: laugh}// wd jiushi
tai lanle///

‘It's so much less work and easier // hey hhh {%act: laugh} // I'm just too

lazy ///”

4 Conclusion

Communication in Chinese has traditionally been described as non-assertive and
implicit, where the aim is to avoid overt conflict and, above all, to maintain harmony in
any interaction (Du, 1995; Ma, 1996; Ge Gao & Ting-Toomey, 1998, pp. 61-66; Chen &
Ma, 2002). Chen (2011, p. 1) and Pan (2000, p. 134) criticize these descriptions because
they focus their characterizations on general principles. Thus, they are often
simplifications of the reality of language without considering its use in specific
situations and discourses.

The study of a pragmatic category such as mitigation, which has clear implications
for negotiation and conflict avoidance, as well as for the protection or repair of the
image of interlocutors, may be a valuable tool for a more accurate description of
Chinese speakers’ communicative style.

To this end, a study has been undertaken on the use of mitigation in standard
Chinese. It is based on a theoretical and methodological framing of mitigation, which
has already been tested and validated by the scientific community, although its
application has been limited to the Spanish language (Cestero & Albelda, 2020; Cestero
2020; Cestero & Albelda, forthcoming). The originality of this paper lies in its
application to descriptions of the Chinese language. In this paper, a description of
mitigation strategies and their resources has been carried out based on C-ORAL-
CHINA’s informal conversations.

The data presented in this study show that, at least among younger speakers of
higher education, mitigation is usually carried out through strategies that affect
illocutionary force. In particular, the mitigation resources used to downgrade what is
said or done and to involve the addressee were, respectively, those that had the
highest frequency of use. The prevalence of these strategies, which means a medium
level of exposure, may be objective data with which to support the non-assertive and
implicit communicative style of Chinese speakers.
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Variationist language studies are one of the least developed areas of Chinese
linguistics (Lin et al., 2012; Ren et al., 2013; Ren, 2015). In this sense, in future research,
it would be desirable to enlarge the C-ORAL-CHINA corpus and to have equivalent and
representative speech samples of different generations and education levels, genders,
and even diatopic varieties. This would not only allow for a more detailed knowledge
of mitigation in Chinese, as well as a more precise and concrete description of the
communicative style of their speakers, but also a deeper understanding of the
phenomenon of mitigation itself.
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