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a b s t r a c t

One of the functions of prosody in discourse is to convey pragmatic values that add up to
the core semantic meaning of spoken units or segments. Regarding mitigation, Caffi (1999:
890) specifically discusses “the very important prosodic and kinesic means of mitigation,
such as changes in pitch prominence, rhythm, speech rate, as well as eye-contact, gaze,
gaze aversion, smile, particular postures, etc.”
In this paper, I focus on some prosodic factors such as pitch, intensity, duration and speech
rate that can be used in European Spanish, in combination with pragmatic meanings. The
first aim is to establish a theoretical deliberation on prosody as a clear marker to convey
pragmatic meaning. The second is to clarify a very complex casuistic, with mitigation being
considered as an initial clue to that realizing aim. As I problematize in this paper, the
lowering of prosodic expression is not the only phonic mechanism that expresses miti-
gated meanings; there are additional possible situations, such as mitigated segments
expressed by means of phonic emphasis instead. Moreover, discourse segments can be
mitigated using only phonic means (i.e. without the concurrence of verbal elements). In
conclusion, this paper attempts to outline this complex panorama in which prosody,
associated with non-linguistic factors such as face, can be used as a trigger to express (and
later, identify) meanings that depend heavily on contextual interpretation.

© 2021 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.
1. Introduction

This paper1 seeks to present a succinct panorama of the crossover between pragmatics and prosody.2 It also focuses on
mitigation as an example of a pragmatic phenomenon that can be expressed by both verbal and prosodic means in European
Spanish. The presence of well-known structural principles in conversation (Briz G�omez, 2001; Sacks et al., 1974), along with
the importance of face (Goffman, 1967; Laforest, 2002), will be the constant concerns throughout the paper. In addition, this
study attempts to exemplify phenomena that any analyst can find frequently in daily interactions. For this reason, the present
research is necessarily a corpus-based study, illustrated with examples from spontaneous spoken corpora, but it does not
viewers for their constructive criticisms and interesting comments on prosody and pragmatics, which
the final version. It goes without saying that all remaining problems are my own responsibility.
INECO (Ministerio de Economía y Competitividad) through the following projects: “La atenuaci�on
sivos escritos y orales en el espa~nol de Espa~na y Am�erica” (Es.VaG.Atenuaci�on FFI 2016-75249-P), and
tica de los marcadores del discurso en espaneol (UDEMADIS, FFI 2016-77841-P).

mailto:Adrian.Cabedo@uv.es
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.pragma.2021.05.028&domain=pdf
www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/03782166
www.elsevier.com/locate/pragma
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pragma.2021.05.028
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pragma.2021.05.028
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pragma.2021.05.028


A. Cabedo Nebot Journal of Pragmatics 181 (2021) 196e208
include frequency data analysis based on recurrence (a quantitative approach to this phenomenon can be found in (Cabedo
Nebot, 2018).

All the examples presented in this paper come from two oral speech corpora of European Spanish: the Val.Es.Co Oral
Corpus (Cabedo Nebot and Pons Bordería, 2013) and the unpublished corpus compiled by Ucl�es and studied in (Cabedo Nebot
and Ucl�es Ramada 2019), which contains samples of MTV's reality show Gandía Shore. Val.Es.Co includes 73,344 words from
29 Spanish conversations, while Gandía Shore includes 14 recordings (mainly conversations) and a total of 53,423 words.

The examples used in this paper come from other previous research papers in which we analysed intonational units with
acoustic values superior (in a positive or negative way) to the mean of the speaker (Cabedo Nebot, 2018; Cabedo Nebot and
Ucl�es Ramada, 2019); these values, measured in semitones (pitch range), decibels (intensity) and seconds per syllable (speech
rate) were only considered if theywere twice (ormore) the standard deviation of the speaker. In (Cabedo Nebot, 2018; Cabedo
Nebot and Ucl�es Ramada, 2019), descriptive statistics and chi-square tests were applied to observe the relationship between
acoustic data and pragmatic data, and three categories were defined: a) only phonic mitigation, b) verbal and phonic miti-
gation, and c) only verbal mitigation.

The analysis of corpora samples depicts a complex casuistic involving the notions of prosody and pragmatics, focused
specifically on mitigation in this paper. In this context-dependent environment, the roles of speakers and hearers are usually
determining to understand the communicative set up: in everyday conversations we pay attention to other people (present
[hearers] or absent). More precisely, we establish positive and negative relations with those people who could be involved
directly or indirectly in our context of speaking: as individual human beings in this world, their actual presence (or absence)
might affect such discourse interactions. However, communication extends further beyond this idea. Speakers conceptualize
the contextual environment in cognitive roles and schemas combined with communicative obligations, restrictions and
expectations (Langacker, 2008; Talmy, 2001; Albelda Marco and Estell�es Arguedas, submitted). As a cognitive representation,
the face of oneself or others is projected from the mental space into the conversational schema.

Face management is nuclear in conversational planning. Face, viewed as a cognitive representation of conversation par-
ticipants, has a paramount importance in everyday conversation, given the nature of conversation as a social behavior and not
just as a transition of asynchronous meanings (Arundale, 2013a, 2013b). Daily communication displays an important concern
for preserving one's face (Figueras Bates, 2018a; Goffman, 1967; Spencer-Oatey, 2007). This care for maintaining face explains
the selection of multiple linguistic elements or forms, whether verbal or non-verbal, that function as preservatives of face.
Nevertheless, face is not a clear-cut concept to analyze. Primarily, it includes the considerations of the speakers themselves
and/or the hearers. Face has been defined as “the positive social value a person effectively claims for himself by the line others
assume he has taken during a particular contact” (Goffman, 1967, p. 7). In this context, any discourse interaction can perform
an important role in the protection and preservation of social face. This concept of face, moreover, derives from an interactive
construction in which the self, as a concept, is heavily negotiated among speakers (Figueras Bates, 2018a, 2018b). In this way,
face becomes social and cognitive, and it also becomes a key element in every successful conversation (Benoit, 1997;
Hern�andez Flores, 2004, 2015; Spencer-Oatey, 2007).
Just as the member of any group is expected to have self-respect, so also he [or she] is expected to sustain a standard of
considerateness; he [or she] is expected to go to certain lengths to save the feelings and the face of others present, and
he [or she] is expected to do this willingly and spontaneously because of emotional identification with the others and
with their feelings.

(Goffman, 1955, p. 215)
Goffman's (1955) statement above handles the notion of face protection more effectively; mitigation, on which this paper
focuses, would be a relevant strategy to accomplish that task (Caffi, 1999). However, most pragmatic phenomena treat face as
a cognitive social stereotype. Pragmatics, as a discipline that depends deeply on contextual features, relies heavily on the
notion of the participant. Phenomena such as irony, sarcasm, indirect speech acts and mitigation are, therefore, communi-
cative procedures that are linked to social discourse, but which may also have a positive or negative impact on some speaker
or hearer's face. However, the communicative procedures used to express this impact are diverse, and, as this paper shows, it
is indeed possible to cause damage to the participants' face with apparently mitigated segments (typically intended to protect
face), and also to enhance or protect their face with apparently sarcastic or humoristic segments (typically intended to
damage face). This outcome is frequent in, although not exclusive to, certain indirect speech acts (Toplak and Katz, 2000).

By way of example, this paper deals primarily withmitigation. The concept of mitigation has been extensively addressed in
recent literature. One of the most recent definitions, by Briz and Albelda (2013, p. 292), presents mitigation as the “mini-
mization of the illocutive force and the role of the participants in the enunciation in order to successfully reach the intended
goal,” adding that mitigation “is used in situational contexts of less immediacy, or that require less communicative imme-
diacy, or where less communicative immediacy is intended” (my translation). Traditionally, the analyses have highlighted the
diversity of the linguistic procedures able to mitigate a piece of discourse (Albelda Marco and Estell�es Arguedas, submitted).
However, with a few exceptions (Cabedo Nebot, 2018; Cabedo Nebot and Ucl�es Ramada, 2019; Estell�es-Arguedas and Cabedo
Nebot, 2017; Hidalgo Navarro, 2015), the literature on this topic focuses almost exclusively on verbal elements. In contrast, the
prosodic factors are usually ignored or discarded in the definitions, even though the authors frequently allude to “the very
important prosodic and kinesic means of mitigation, such as changes in pitch prominence, rhythm, speech rate, as well as eye-
contact, gaze, gaze aversion, smile, particular postures, etc.” (Caffi, 1999, p. 890). In fact, there is an important consensus in
highlighting the significance of prosody in the study of pragmatics (Prieto, 2015, p. 371):
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Language researchers agree that intonation conveys various communicative functions that range from semantico-
pragmatic functions such as speech act marking (assertion, question, etc.), information status (focus, given vs new
information), belief status (epistemic position of the speaker with respect to the information exchange), politeness,
affective, and emotional states, to indexical functions such as gender, age, and the sociolectal and dialectal status of the
speaker.
The prosodic analysis of pragmatic phenomena has traditionally been a problematic field (Couper-Kuhlen and Selting,
1996; Prieto, 2015; Selting, 2010). One important difficulty arises from the retrieval of segments: while verbal segments
can be easily searched for and retrieved from a wide repertoire of written or transcribed texts, phonic units and phenomena
cannot. Phonic data is often not (correctly) reflected or annotated in spoken corpora (Couper-Kuhlen and Selting, 1996), and
the difference between phonic and paralinguistic is often unclear. There are further problematic aspects in the prosodic
approach to pragmatics. The relation between prosodic factors and speech units is quite controversial, for instance. The
variation of a given acoustic parameter (an increase in pitch, for example) can affect minimal units (phonemes, syllables) or
broader ones (words, stress groups, intonational phrases, paratones, etc.) (Barnwell, 2013; Levis and Pickering, 2004; Selting,
2000). However, the limits between different types of units still need to be set consistently.

Considering all of the above factors, this paperhighlights the importance of prosodyas adiscoursemechanism topreserve face.
It also examines the correlatione or its absencee betweenprosodyand lexical/verbal forms. Inwhat follows, only those prosodic
profiles that are clearly superior or inferior to the neutral prosodic usage (the average values of each speaker) are considered. Since
the scope of the paper is mainly theoretical, it aims to outline themain communicative effects that can be achievedwith prosody
and that are often referred to in pragmatics, with a special emphasis on mitigation. To this end, Section 2 introduces the rela-
tionship between prosody and pragmatics by examining some recent literature on the subject. Section 3 describes and assesses
different case studies illustrating the relationship presented in Section 2. Section 4 then considers the possibility of using prosodic
modulations with or without utilizing mitigating verbal forms when speakers perform a face-threatening act. Finally, Section 5
discusses the previous sections from a critical perspective and outlines some theoretical positions.
2. The role of prosody in pragmatics

The prosody used in conversation displays a set of phonic procedures that cover different aspects (Quilis, 1981;
Wennerstrom, 2001): the more common procedure to convey meanings in Spanish is the modification of the tone or pitch
that may affect, as was just mentioned, both minimal segments (phonemes, syllables) and broader elements (words within
the same unit, utterances, or even words in several contiguous linear units) (Gussenhoven, 2004). But pitch is not used in
isolation: very frequently, the prosodic modulation of an expression includes the use of tempo-related elements, such as
variations in the speech rate, in the phoneme length or in the duration, along with the amplification or reduction of intensity
values (Ladefoged and Johnson, 2011).

Prosody may also convey semantic or pragmatic meanings, regardless of the unit being affected. For instance, stressing or
not stressing the one-syllable word mi in Spanish is the context-free key to determine whether it means “my” or “for me.”
However, together with this disambiguating meaning, there are further meanings that are not context-free. Such context-
dependent meanings are triggered by the presence of altered prosodic parameters affecting the same segment. For
example, in the phrase Esta es MI casa (“this is MY house”), uttering MI with emphasis (which can adopt the form of greater
intensity, pauses before and after, lengthening of [m], etc.) in a context where two people are talking about a house may
indicate that the speaker disagrees with some interlocutor who believes the house to be owned by others, for instance. A
similar case involves discourse markers; for example, uttering the discourse marker bueno (lit. ‘good’) with low pitch and
vowel e lengthening conveys a meaning mitigated acceptance of a previous suggestion (‘that's OK0), whereas uttering bueno
with high intensity can convey rejection orwillingness to put an end to a topic of conversation (meaning ‘enough!’ or ‘stop it!’).

Recent literature has dealt with the relationship between pragmatic phenomena and their prosodic expression (Brown
and Prieto, 2017; Estell�es-Arguedas, 2015; Nadeu and Prieto, 2011; Prieto and Rigau, 2011). Occasionally, native intuition
can indicate specific directions in this relationship that do not fully correspond with reality, especially when our hypotheses
are tested against corpus data.

For instance, tempting as this inferencemay be, the suggestion that a low or a high pitch is related to politenessemeaning
that speakers lower or raise the fundamental frequency of their voices as amechanism to show servility to the face of otherse
seems not to be proven consistently by such corpus data. Indeed, variability seems to be the common factor in these studies:
whereas some of them show how high pitch is related to politeness, others claim that polite utterances are expressed with
low pitch values. A number of studies on several languages show a tendency towards lower F0 and pitch range, lower in-
tensity and longer durationwhen speaking to a superior in Japanese (Idemaru et al., 2019), Catalan (Hübscher et al., 2017) and
German (Grawunder et al., 2014). Some others depict a very different scenario; Among many others, Gussenhoven (2004)
explains how the Frequency Code relates high pitch with politeness (as well as with friendliness, vulnerability, etc.);
Orozco (2010, 2008) finds a correlation between high pitch range and polite utterances in her analysis on Mexican Spanish,
and similar results are found in studies on politeness (�Alvarez Muro et al., 2011) and mitigation (Rojas Avenda~no et al., 2014)
in Venezuelan Spanish, where high values of pitch were found to express polite and mitigated utterances. Trying to explain
this variability on the politeness expression, other authors have put into question the univocal relationship between tonal
behavior and politeness, claiming that context is the key to fully understand the meaning of speaker's turn (see, for instance,
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(Culpeper et al., 2003) or (Culpeper, 2011)); or, at least, taking into account other factors like facial expressions or gestures. For
example, in a paper dealing with pitch range, gestural information, and perceived politeness in Catalan, Nadeu and Prieto
(2011) stated the following:
Based on the results obtained in the rating and comparison tasks, it can be concluded that pitch height does play a role
in the perception of politeness, yet this role is highly dependent on the context (both linguistic and extralinguistic) in
which utterances are embedded.

(…)

It is important to stress the fact that no one-to-one relationship between prosody and pragmatic interpretation was
found. The very same prosodic cues can be ambiguous between different interpretations and contextual information
(such as the visual cues in our experiment) can help disambiguate.

(Nadeu and Prieto, 2011, pp. 852e853)
A considerable number of studies have also found regularities in the phonic modifications related to some other pragmatic
meanings, such as humor or irony. For example, some authors suggest that humor can be directly related to a marked phonic
expression (Bertrand and Priego-Valverde, 2013; Hidalgo Navarro, 2011), while others posit that the existence of a prosodic
pattern L þ H* or the deaccenting of certain words creates a humorous effect (Wennerstrom, 2013). The same direct relation
with prosody has been posited for irony (Bryant, 2013), although it is accepted that a greater phonic variability exists in its
expression, justified by the indirect speech act that usually supports the concept of irony. Moreover, there are authors who
have also revealed prosodic patterns in some speech acts (Face, 2003; Rao, 2006, among others).

Considering the above, it would be reasonable to believe that there is a straightforward connection between prosody and
pragmatics. However, this connection is not the rule, and it is not even a tendency in some cases. Indeed, one can find sci-
entific papers showing evidence for different results, such as a variety of patterns expressing one and the same pragmatic
meaning, or even indicating the complete lack of correlation between prosody and pragmatic meanings. For example, some
studies on humor have found that there are not any constant acoustic correlates to the expression of humor in conversational
speech (Attardo et al., 2011), although the expected and hypothesized prosodic behavior, at least intuitively speaking, would
be that jokes or humorous narrative sequences should be uttered with marked (heightened or lowered) prosodic profiles.
Similar results have been obtained for the expression of irony (Attardo et al., 2003; Rivi�ere et al., 2018), which is used both
with prosodic salience and with unmarked prosody. In the latter case, of course, it is the context (the speaker's features,
register, location, etc.) that serves as the key factor for interpreting a segment as ironic.

Therefore, it is not possible to assign concrete prosodic behaviors to speech elements univocally. No straightforward
correlation seems to exist in real data: discourse chunks can be affected by different types of phonic modulations that are not
inherently related to specific meanings (see, for instance, the different possibilities of emphasizingMI in the example above).
Hence, some additional factors must be taken into account together with the phonic configurations.

3. Mitigation and prosody: where verbal meets non-verbal

To exemplify the complex relationship between prosody and pragmatic meanings, this section examines the pragmatic
phenomenon of mitigation in European Spanish, and then considers the possible prosodic configurations that can accompany
a mitigated fragment. It is suggested that although some tendencies can be identified, any marked prosody can convey
mitigation, since the context has the final word in recognizing mitigation.

The relationship between mitigation and prosody is not different from what would be expected for other pragmatic phe-
nomena such as irony, humor or indirect speech acts, among others. Onemight hold that marked pragmatic meanings (not just
neutral or semantic, propositional ones) should be alignedwith amarked expression, be it lexical or phonic. This is a commonly
accepted belief in linguistic communication: a marked meaning goes hand in hand with a marked form (Levinson, 1983).

The constructions we use to communicate can consist of small lexical units, such as words or a combination of these
elements, and are inserted within a context; Each of these units, taken in isolation, has semantic (relatively context-free)
and pragmatic meaning. The non-verbal elements add up to the construction and, if a specific prosodic profile is applied,
then the meaning of the verbal sequence may be altered. For example, it is not the same to say Take that notebookwith a low
ending tone (L*L%) or with a rising pitch (H*H%). The illocutionary force of both utterances is to order some action, but the
tone H*H%, more frequent in questions with a broad focus, could also be used to convey a more polite meaning. In that case,
the propositional meaning of the constructional unit (TAKE þ obj) is not what is being altered by prosody. Rather, what is
actually being modified by prosodic means is the potential damage to the receiver of the order and, more precisely, to his/
her face, as well as the speaker's own face, for invading the hearer's territory. Being successful in this process requires
contextual evaluation from the speakers involved: first, they must recognize the direct meaning of the constructional unit
used; second, they must disambiguate any possible indirect added meaning. This two-way procedure is an immediate
mental operation, and it appears to be performed at once (Gibbs, 1986; Wilson and Wharton, 2006). So to speak, prosody is
a procedural element that, in combination with verbal segments, can convey (or help convey) specific semantic or even
pragmatic meanings. In this communicative action, a specific concrete meaning (or an additional one) is put into a figure or
a relevant cognitive place (Talmy, 1975). Such figureness is usually related to heightened or lowered perceptual prosodic
profiles, whereas a neutral prosodic profile is commonly part of the cognitive background. Neutral prosody does not
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necessarily mean the absence of phonic modulation: given that humans do not talk like classic robots, a prosodic fluency is
expected. There is no speech without prosody, but it forms part of a scalar regulation (Cole, 2015; Couper-Kuhlen, 2011;
Couper-Kuhlen and Selting, 1996).

Considering the above, mitigation could be expressed prosodically either with heightened or lowered prosodic profiles.
The combination of prosodic and lexical layers establishes four main categories, as illustrated in Fig. 1 below.
Fig. 1. Intersection of marked prosodic sequences with verbal and non-verbal elements.
Fig. 1 configures the structure for the following sections. Sections 3.1 and 3.2 examine the intuitively expected phonic
behavior in mitigation, the lowering of phonic values that, consistently with the approach introduced in the preceding
sections, will be studied in combination with the presence or absence of mitigating verbal elements. In Sections 3.3 and 3.4,
the least expected profiles are addressed, namely the heightened prosodic profiles or amplified prosodic fragments in which,
again, two options can exist in combination or without verbal mitigation. It will be shown that a) in combination with
mitigating words, phrases or collocations, the function of prosody is to amplify these lexical elements even further to make
them (and the mitigating meaning they convey) even more noticeable; and b) if the prosody affects broader segments with
illocutionary force, such as utterances or speech acts, the prosody seems to draw the hearer's attention to the very act of
speaking. This process normally results in face repairs, which have been said to be seldom (Cabedo Nebot and Ucl�es Ramada,
2019) or never (Albelda Marco and Estell�es Arguedas, submitted) genuine acts of mitigation, but rather of intensification.
3.1. Low prosodic profile and lexical expression

From an intuitive perspective, the expression of mitigation should be clearly linked to the diminishing of the phonic
material, where a lowered prosodic profile is projected onto lexical forms specialized to conveymitigation (it seems tome that,
I believe that,maybe, it could be, etc.). To illustrate this behavior, example 1 is examined below (transcription conventions are
noted at the end of the paper):
1)

B: ¡la puta! el otro día vino uno a trabajar macho// vino por la ma~nana y por la tarde ya se fue// ¡me cago en la mar! [<unknown/>]
C: [¿uno nuevo?]
B: el tío llevaba una coleta/es de tu pueblo
C: ¿de B.?
B: <low_tone>me parece que sí me parece que es vegetariano o algo</low_tone>
C: ¡ah! ¡hostia! claro

B: what the fuck! The other day came one guy to work dude// he came in the morning and he left soon in the afternoon// damn it! <unknown/>]
C: [another guy?]
B: the guy wore a ponytail/ he is from your town
C: from B.?
B: <low_tone>I think so, I think he is a vegetarian or something</low_tone>
C: oh, shit! of course!

(Corpus Val.Es.Co, conversation 12)
The utterance I think he is vegetarian or something is phonically marked in that the pitch is reduced, compared with other
turns. In this fragment, both I think and the particle or something would usually function as mitigating elements by them-
selves, which means that the mitigated value of the utterance in bold could have been activated anyway with a neutral or
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default prosody. To ensure that the segment is mitigated, Villalba's (2017, in press) corresponding tests are applied to detect
mitigation, showing that a) if the lexical elements suspected to be mitigators are eliminated, the effect is much harsher and
more face-threatening:
B: the guy wore a ponytail/ he is from your town
C: from B.?
B: Yes. He is a vegetarian
It is also evident that b) three mechanisms (Me parece [x2] and o algo) that are frequently used as mitigators are found in
the same turn. According to Villalba, this co-occurrence is a (weaker) sign that the fragment under analysis is mitigated, since
mitigators often accumulate to ensure that the mitigating intention of the speaker is clearly perceived (a similar process to
what occurs when heightened prosodic profiles are added to mitigating lexical expressions, as mentioned above). In this case,
with the first I think speaker B is protecting his own face prior to confirming that the person whose behavior has just been
censored comes from the same town as speaker C. Note that the interpretation of the first I think as a mere epistemic mark is
less likely, considering that in his prior turn, speaker B stated he is from your town, without any lexical or phonic reductions.
The fact of “being vegetarian,” besides, is surrounded by two mitigating mechanisms: another I think and the diffuser or
something. The mitigation here is twofold: first, it indicates a pretended ignorance concerning this person's identity, thus
allowing speaker B to be the onewho identifies him (since he is from the same town, the identity of this person belongs to C's
territory). Thus, speaker B avoids being considered as interfering in C's territory and, by doing so, protects his own face (while
also protecting C's face). Moreover, “vegetarian” is meant as a criticism towards the person (a characteristic that adds up to the
fact of being a lazy worker and wearing a ponytail), but speaker B still tries to protect his own face in case someone would
think ill of him for considering vegetarianism as something worthy of censure.

A similar explanation can be proposed for example 2:
2)

A: [y que] ella no sabía lo que era// pues yo/ d�andole vueltas/ a lo que era/ ¿sabes? porque si a mí se me pone una pulga [me CAGO ENCIMA]
C: [<unknown/>]
A: [total que-// total que/ me paso todo-ahí hasta las cua- hasta las seis est�a la gente estudiando/ y yo así en el estudio/ ras// ras/<low_tone>pero poquito

¿sabes?</low_tone>/ o sea/ de vez en cuando se rascaba una/ y yo ((ya)) emparanoyada

A: [and that] she didn’t know what it was// well I/ thinking about it/ about what that was/ you know? because if a flea jumps onto me, I SHIT MY PANTS]
C: [<unknown/>]
A: [in conclusion// in conclusion/ I’m there all- there are people studying until fou- until six// and I was in the study room like this// scratch// scratch/

<low_tone>but just a little you know? </low_tone>/ I mean/ from time to time one of them began to scratch/ and I was freaking out

(Corpus Val.Es.Co, conversation 26)
Example 2 shows the correlation between a lower tonality and two verbal elements: a reductive expression (but just a little)
and a question tag (you know?). Contextually, speaker A is narrating an episode about people studying in a library where,
supposedly, therewas aflea infestation.When someone began to scratch, A thought that itwas due to the bite of aflea and could
not help but feel the itch, so shewas constantly scratching herself (onomatopoeic ras ras). The fragment but just a little you know?
displays a low pitch and low intensity; with this speech segment, phonically and verbally minimized, speaker A is aiming to
protect her face, since the fact of scratching oneself inpublic can be seen as an exaggerated behavior that is not veryflattering for
her own image in the eyes of her interlocutors. Consider the fragment without the elements suspected to be mitigators:
A: [total que-// total que/ me paso todo-ahí hasta las cua- hasta las seis est�a la gente estudiando/ y yo así en el estudio/ ras// ras/
A: [in conclusion// in conclusion/ I’m there all- there are people studying until fou- until six// and I was in the study room like this// scratch// scratch
In fact, immediately after the fragment in bold in example 2, speaker A elaborates the meaning of “just a little, you know?”
in the sense that she scratched herself whenever someone else in the room scratched him/herself, thus avoiding re-
sponsibility for this action. In this way, she attempts to dispel the perception of her behavior as unreasonable before her
interlocutors can arrive at such a judgement.
3.2. Low prosodic profile and non-lexical expression

This section presents prosody as a powerful resource to convey mitigation. The situation is similar to that considered in
Section 3.1 but this case involves an initial difference: mitigation is already expected to be related to low prosodic profiles.
Some studies have recently discovered that the presence of a lowered prosody in the absence of lexical expression is very
common in the conversational schema to convey mitigation (Estell�es-Arguedas and Cabedo Nebot, 2017). Nevertheless, it is
important to note that prosody guides participants to infer that something is going on in the fragment affected, meaning that
not every instance of prosodic lowering should be treated ineludibly as a mitigated sequence (Cabedo Nebot, 2018). The
reduction of prosodic salience only qualifies as mitigation if it is acting in combination with other contextual factors. To
determine whether these fragments with lowered prosodic profile and no verbal mitigation correlates are instances of
mitigation, the aforementioned tests by Villalba (2007, in press) can be applied. If the results are positive, prosody is amarking
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function, namely the formal mark affecting a segment that otherwise would not be interpreted as expressing a mitigating
intention.
3)
A: tengo ese examen/ el día- el lunes tengo otro/ aparte leer los artículos
B: <unknown/>
A: siguiente lunes tengo otro / que me acaban de decir que no es tipo test que es de desarrollo lo que- por lo que tengo que estudiar muchísimo m�as// que

es el mismo del que/ <low_tone>el que me: preguntaste la otra vez</low_tone>/ pero: esta vez me lo tengo que/ currar m�as/porque adem�as quiero
sacar nota

A: I have this exam/ on- I have another one on Monday/ I also have to read the papers
B: <unknown/>
A: next Monday I have another one/ someone just told me that it’s not a multiple choice test but an essay and- that is the reason why I have to study a lot

more/ is the same (professor) that/<low_tone>he is the one you askedme: about the other time</low_tone>/ b:ut this time I have to work harder/
because I want high marks

(Corpus Val.Es.Co, conversation 28)
In example 3, the fragment in bold uttered by speaker A shows pitch values 60 Hz lower than her usual average. Moreover,
a clear decrease in the speech rate is observed. If one examines the utterance of A, the one you asked the other time, the words
do not convey direct mitigation. It is the presence of a lowered prosody (tone and speech rate combined) that explains the
activation of mitigation. In any case, if the contextual environment was not accessible to the conversational participants or
even listeners to the recording, that is, if anyone was able to comprehend the teacher reference, anyone listening to this
fragment would be alerted about something meaningful occurring in this sequence. This effect is the specific action of
prosody even in cases where non-lexical resources are available. In this exchange, the speaker is also the person recording the
conversation; at this point in the example, she realizes that her face could be compromised, since she is about to tell her
mother that she must work much harder if she wants to pass Professor X's exam. This professor happens to be the one to
whom speaker Awill be sending the recording, and she does notwant to highlight the fact that she has been describing him to
her mother in somewhat unpleasant terms. This concern can be inferred from speaker A's statement that esta vez me lo tengo
que currar m�as (“this time I have to work harder”), which implies that there were prior occasions when her marks were
unsatisfactory.
3.3. High prosodic profile and lexical expression

Incremented or heightened phonic values typically correspondwith emphasis situations: the speaker attempts tomagnify
a part of their speech for some reason.With reference tomitigation, somemitigating verbal forms can be phonically amplified
to enhance their mitigating meaning. Such meaning is already conveyed by these forms alone, but it gains in strength when
prosody is used to make these mitigating elements more prominent.

Consider example 4:
4)

A: a mí me pareci�o en el mapa que es como Alemania m�as o menos de norte a sur bueno de norte a sur Alemania <unknown/>/ [((es que es muy
alargada))]

B: [estos kil�ometros nada]// Noruega [es <unknown/>]
A: [pero m�as pe-]// ¿m�as de mil kil�ometros? ¿m�as que Espa~na por ejemplo de norte a sur es Noruega?
B: mm yo creo que no pero no lo s�e ¿eh?/ no s�e/ no tengo [ni idea]
A: [bueno] pues POR LO VISTO era curioso porque en el norte// era- era al rev�es ¿no?/ y yo [me-] todos menos �el
B: [claro]
A: me han debido ver la cara diciendo <reported>¿y con qui�en? </reported>
B: [(RISAS)]
A: <reported>¿con qui�en son infieles? </reported> por- porque yo pensaba [bueno ¿allí en el norte?

A: it seemed to me on the map that it was like Germany more or less from north to south/ well from north to south Germany <unknown/>/ it is very
elongated

B: [these kilometers nothing]// Norway [is <unknown/>]
A: [but more bu-]// more than one thousand kilometers? More than Spain? For example from north to south/ it is Norway
B: xmm I don't think so/ but I really don't know eh?/ I don't know/ no idea
A: [well] APPARENTLY it was a curious thing because on north// it- it was the other way around / and I [my-] all but him
B: [sure]
A: they should see my face saying <reported>and with who</reported>?
B: [(<LAUGHING/>)]
A: <reported>with whom they are unfaithful?</reported> Bec- because I thought well <reported>out there on north? </reported>

(Corpus Val.Es.Co, conversation 4)
Example 4 introduces a case in which the speaker pretends to protect her face while she makes a statement about the
infidelity of Norwegians. This kind of protection is expressed by means of phonic emphasis (a tone higher than the average
tone of the speaker), but it also involves an evidential marker such as por lo visto (‘apparently’). Similarly to example 1, the
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motivation to maximize the perception of the segment could be justified if the aim of the speaker to be fully pragmatically
decoded is kept in mind.

For this reason, examples 1 and 2 are related with higher prosodic profiles linked to verbal elements in mitigated se-
quences for repairing or preserving social face. In other studies (Cabedo Nebot and Ucl�es Ramada, 2019), the frequency of
example 1, higher prosodic profiles used to signal a restitution of the face of others, has been found to be greater than the
frequency of Example 2, which implies a protection of the self.

In example (4), heightened prosody affects one word, not a wider segment. This is the case in (5), where the whole
intervention “AH BUENO/ PERD�ON // ee / Xavi” is affected.
5)

MJ: ¿y de Xavi?/ ¿qu�e?// ¿qu�e tal?
M: ¿ Xavi? ¿Xavi / Xavi?/ ¿qui�en es Xavi?
MJ: ¿qui�en es Xavi?/ eel- el de gafas
M: ¡ese es el que te estoy hablando!
MJ: ¡aah!/ ¿ XA:VI?
M: sí
MJ: es que como me has dicho Jorge
M: AH BUENO/ PERD�ON (L*L%)// e:/ Xavi

MJ: and what about Xavi?/ how?// how is he?
M: Xavi? Xavi ? Xavi?/ who is Xavi?
MJ: who is Xavi / the: the one with glasses
M: this is the one I am talking about!
MJ: a:h!/ XA:AVI?
M: yes
MJ: but you told me Jorge
M: AH WELL/ SORRY (L*L%)// e:/ Xavi

(Corpus Val.Es.Co, conversation 28)
Examples like (5) qualify as instances of mitigation according to Briz and Albelda (2013), for instance, as a case of face
repair. Below, in line with Albelda and Estell�es, we will question this example as a case of mitigation. For now, let us explain
that in this fragment, the damage toMJ's face does not derive from an explicit act of disapproval, but from a questioning about
the relationship of MJ's words with the context in which they are framed. In this example, two participants, MJ and M,
converse about a boy who likes M. In intervention 15 (Xavi? Xavi Xavi? / Who is Xavi?), M questions MJ's knowledge of the
person being talked about, until MJ indicates who they are referring to (the: the one with glasses) and, finally, echoes the error
of, in this case, M (but you told me Jorge). At this moment, M realizes her mistake and repairs this aggression to MJ's face (ah!
well!/ sorry [L*L%] // e: / Xavi). In this sequence, the correction is not only verbal, but it is accompanied phonically by marked
descending tones (ah L*L% / sorry L*L%) and emphasized expressions (AH! WELL! SORRY). This pitch variability comes along
with other factors such as the proliferation of pauses and of a hesitation in form of elongation (e:). It is, therefore, a marked or
emphasized repair of the discursive image of speaker MJ.

Here, the illocutionary act, the excuse, consists in a lexical form such as perd�on and also a rephrasing, correcting the name
of the person that speaker M was discussing. The whole turn by M is, indeed, a global excuse. This whole-turn excuse is
enhanced by prosodicmeans to protect the face of several interlocutors: the face of MJ, who performed a previous threatening
act, but also M's own face, as she attempts to apologize and recognizes her mistake. Cases such as example 1 show that this
type of prosody aid could be utilized strategically to securely emphasize sequences.

Note, however, that according to Albelda Marco and Estell�es-Arguedas (submitted), example (5) is not an instance of
mitigation. Following this approach, the fragment in bold definitely shows a face-protecting strategy, but it is an instance of
intensification, not of mitigation. Thus, heightened pragmatic profiles appear to be correlated with intensification procedures
in cases where the scope covered by prosody is a whole utterance or speech act (such as excuses or repairs), rather than one
word or phrase lacking independent communicativemeaning per se (such as por lo visto in Example 4 above). Considering this
perspective on mitigation, it could be posited that mitigation can only be expressed with a heightened prosodic profile when
this profile is combined with verbal mitigating elements smaller than the utterance itself (words, collocations, etc.).
3.4. High prosodic profile and non-lexical expression

There are cases connected to the protection of face and related to mitigation where a high prosodic profile is used in the
absence of lexical forms. If contextual factors do not adequately explainwhy the prosodic component is made prominent, the
same fragments could bewrongly understood as rude or impolite. Accordingly, the need to preserve a participant's face could
explain this mechanism, which is somewhat uncommon in conversation. Either way, such a mechanism could appear in the
expression of justifications, excuses or apologies, as we can see in example 6:
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6)

E: ¿Qui�en es?
B: Soy Bel�en.
E: O:ye, ¿qu�e pasa? <high_speech_rate>Antes era un amigo. </high_speech_rate>

E: Who is it?
B: It’s me, Bel�en.
E: He:y, what’s up? <high_speech_rate>The one speaking before was a friend. </high_speech_rate>

(Gandía Shore, episode 2)
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The context of example 6 is as follows: one of the participants in the program, L, pretends to be another participant, E, and
telephones B. During this exchange, L's words are not especially flattering towards B. Soon afterwards, the real E calls B to
repair the offence. This is an example in which phonic emphasis, materialized in a high speech rate and a broad vocal
lengthening, is observed. Example 6 can be understood as a justification since, roughly speaking, the threatened face is
protected or repaired, thereby justifying the way in which, under the protection of friendship, the issuer of the offense, L, has
acted with a certain license that is expected to be understood by the offended person.

As we stated above, examples such as 6 do not seem to occur very frequently in conversational schemas. In any case, the
contextual features could also activate these sequences where there are no specific lexical forms to express apologies or jus-
tifications for previous actions. These are cases inwhich the speaker simply explains past situations to protect themselves or the
face of others. On this occasion, however, the speaker is not employing common verbal mechanisms to achieve this objective
(What really happened was…, I want to say…, I apologize for that, etc.), but relies instead on amplified phonic variations.

4. Prosody and face beyond mitigation

Prosodic lowering or heightening can convey further semantic and pragmatic meanings beyondmitigation. In some cases,
prosody is related to information structure (incidental comments are usually uttered with a lowered pragmatic profile due to
the informative subordination of the fragment). In other instances, prosody signals the presence of a reported speech
(Estell�es-Arguedas, 2015; Estell�es-Arguedas and Cabedo Nebot, 2017), or it recovers previous content uttered by others in a
polyphonic manner (García Negroni and Caldiz, 2014). Frequently, however, altered prosodic profiles are related to face
management. Mitigation is an example of face protection, but prosody can also intentionally damage face. And, again, even
though one would intuitively assume that face damage would be expressed by heightened prosodic values, real-world data
indicates a much more complex situation.

Contradictory as it may seem, one can sometimes threaten the face of others by utilizing sequences that include the typical
forms used in mitigation, whether the lowered prosodic profile or even the verbal elements that are typically catalogued as
mitigators. If only the form, not the context, is considered, it is difficult to disentangle cases such as example 7:
7)

A: ¡c�omo te has pasado nano!
C: mogoll�on
A: me has hecho da~nito ¿eh?
(…)
B: ¡ay da~nito!

A: you have been really harsh dude!
C: very
A: I have owie, you know?
(…)
B: Ouch, owie!

(Corpus Val.Es.Co, conversation 23)
In 7, the fragment in bold is echoic. The direct and conscious purpose to damage A's face can even be understood as
sarcasm (Toplak and Katz, 2000). In this case, speaker B is repeating the word da~nito previously uttered by A; the first time A
utters the word, it has a mitigating intention (A is accusing someone else of having hurt him). On this first occasion, the
utterance is mitigated verbally but not prosodically (note the difference here between Me has hecho da~nito, ¿eh? [lit. “you
caused me a little pain, you know?”] vs. me has hecho da~no [“you've hurt me”]). What is interesting here is that speaker B is
trying to be sarcastic because Speaker A uses da~nito, which could be regarded as childish or fussy. B thus repeats the word
with a marked prosodic pattern, transforming something that was initially meant to mitigate into an aggression, a sarcastic
expression that directly attacks A's face. Note that, without this particular prosody (and probably without certain kinesic
mechanisms to which the audio recording does not provide access), the segment ¡ay da~nito! could be interpreted as an
empathic alignment with A. It is evident, however, that this interpretation would be inaccurate here, considering the com-
bined features of the prosody and other contextual factors (the interlocutors are adults, not children; they know that the pain
caused is not that serious and that A is exaggerating, etc.)

Example 8 involves a case inserted within a fragment of reported speech (the relevant fragment is indicated by italics):
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8) A: sali�o un día - el tema ese// y la tía dice que- d- que toma la píldora que no s�e qu�e que no s�e cu�antos/ y yo <reported>bueno ¿c�omo que te tomas la
píldora? bueno y- la píldora y algo m�as ¿no? </reported> (…) se fue a Cuba se enroll�o con no s�e qui�en/ muy bien me parece muy bien/ pero la tía
diciendo que (…) que toma la píldora y yo <reported> pero Piedad POR FAVOR/ pero-/ que no hace de eso cinco a~nos o seis todavía/ ¿c�omo se puede ser
así/ de irres[ponsable?] <reported>

A: one day that topic came up // and the girl says that- that she takes the pill and this and that / and I was like <reported>wait/ what do you mean you
take the pill?/ well, the pill and something else, right?</reported> (…) she went to Cuba/ she hooked up with somebody/ very well, I think it’s great/
but the girl keeps saying that (…) that she takes the pill and I was like <reported> but Piedad PLEASE/ but-/not even five or six years ago yet / how can
one be this irresponsible? </reported>

(Corpus Val.Es.Co, conversation 4)
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The form por favor, which commonly functions as a mitigator of orders and of directive speech acts in general (Compton,
2016), is affected by the special prosodic configuration of the reported speech mentioned above, but it is also affected by an
additional prosodic emphasis that maximally distinguishes it from the surrounding words (a higher pitch than the contours
and higher intensity). The sequence pero Piedad POR FAVOR is emphasized verbally and phonically to convey extra recrimi-
nation towards the behavior of Piedad. The alternative without prosody reads as follows:
pero Piedad, por favor, pero-/ que no hace de eso cinco a~nos o seis todavía.
Rendered without the verbal element por favor, it is
pero Piedad, pero-/ que no hace de eso cinco a~nos o seis todavía.
Both variations are, in fact, interpreted as less injurious for Piedad's face. In sum, in this case, por favor does not mitigate
the reproach; conversely, it highlights the seriousness of Piedad's irresponsibility in not using contraception. Here, the
heightened prosody foregrounds the element por favor and, consequently, also highlights the pragmatic function this element
conveys, which is not mitigation in this context.
5. Discussion

The previous sections present prosody as a mechanism applied to words and utterances to express an array of semantic
and pragmatic values. The kind of prosodic modulation applied (heightened or lowered tones, heightened or lowered speech
rate, etc.) apparently correlates with the speaker's need to express specific values that could produce an impact, positive or
negative, on extralinguistic elements, such as the face of those people involved contextually in the immediate discourse (Biber
and Conrad, 2009; Sacks et al., 1974).

The whole process of illocution revolves around the concept of face (Arundale, 2013a, 2013b), as Fig. 2 depicts.
Fig. 2. Constructional linguistic units projected on discourse.
Fig. 2 illustrates three different situations, depending on the type of face management. First, a given segment can convey
information, attitude towards the content and so forth, but nothing significant about face, as illustrated in Unit 1. In this case,
prototypically, one finds a neutral prosody, which is neither too high nor too low in comparison to the participant's average
values. The positive influence on face, represented in Unit 2, can use either heightened or lowered prosodic profiles, but only
in combination with a reduction of the illocutionary act or even intensifying it. Finally, a third category can be delimited: in
this case, it is the negative influence on face that is sought, and prosody and illocutionary acts function in the same way as
depicted in Unit 2.

This paper's theoretical proposal is that face protection or face damage activates different mapping configurations be-
tween prosody and speech acts. This activation relies heavily on contextual factors, especially the participants' social or
functional roles and their respective relationships (mutual [lack of] knowledge, hierarchical position, etc.). This process,
however, does not invalidate the function performed by prosody itself. As seen in Section 2, some prosodic recurrences have
been identified that speakers tend to use to convey general pragmatic meanings, generated from very general prosodic
modulations, such as circumflex tones, downstepping sequences, lower speech rate and others (Brown and Prieto, 2017;
Prieto, 2015), in addition tomore specific patterns, such as particular tonal configurations (Wennerstrom, 2013). That is to say,
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although there are multiple possibilities, some prosodic structures could be prototypically associated to express particular
meanings. In mitigation, for example, lowered profiles are utilized more frequently when the speaker protects face, whereas
higher prosodic profiles tend to be used to repair previously damaged faces (Cabedo Nebot and Ucl�es Ramada, 2019; Estell�es-
Arguedas and Cabedo Nebot, 2017). Nevertheless, prosody cannot trigger anything by itself; it needs contextual interpreta-
tion, taking into account situational factors such as the topic, the place and time of speech, or the mutual knowledge of the
speakers (Biber and Conrad, 2009; Briz G�omez, 2001).

Lowered prosodic profiles and verbal marks of mitigation, in contrast, are typically but not necessarily used to mitigate, to
protect face, as it is commonly accepted (Albelda Marco et al., 2014). Both elements can be also used indirectly to attack face.
This latter usage is more difficult to identify and requires more processing effort, since speakers find themselves trying to
understand what was really uttered by other speakers. This complete meaning can only be recovered contextually, accepting
specific assumptions about what is occurring in a given discourse (Rivi�ere et al., 2018; Albelda Marco and Estell�es Arguedas,
submitted).

To sum up, the main idea beyond all the above analysis is that prosody mostly functions as a trigger to mark the form of ut-
terances and, therefore, to express specific semantic or pragmatic meanings. Sometimes these meanings are related to face
management, either to protect or to attack the face of discourse participants. The pragmatic meaning analyzed inmore depth in
this paper, mitigation, is just one piece of this puzzle. The objective of protecting face can be reached more directly by using
mechanisms such as mitigation, whereas other pragmatics procedures, such as irony or critical humor, tend to attack the par-
ticipants’ face.Nevertheless, asdemonstratedabove, indirect speechacts, asusuallyhappens, can invert thesegeneral tendencies.

6. Conclusion

This paper has attempted to focus theoretically on the hypothetical correlation of some prosodic factors (pitch, intensity,
duration and speech rate) with the expression of a pragmatic value such as mitigation. Some casuistic complexities have been
presented in Section 3, which outlined and examined the different options used by the speaker in a prototypic conversational
schema. The examples analyzed showed that mitigated values correlate with lower prosodic profiles in cases where there are
not any concrete verbal elements present that could express mitigation without the aid of prosody (diminutives, syntactic
dislocations, evidential markers, etc.). In contrast, high prosodic profiles were found to correlate better with verbal elements
emphasized with the purpose of mitigation.

The theoretical proposal introduced in Section 3 and further developed in Section 4 has attempted to describe prosody as a
contextual and physical mechanism for signaling particular segments of speech: broader units that could convey a pragmatic
meaning and that are not forcefully related only to mitigation. Any particular pragmatic meaning that derives from the
evaluation of propositional meaning or topic, but which is also produced by the influence of other contextual factors (par-
ticipants’ role, physical place, formality, etc.), could be marked with the special modification of prosody.

This paper's claim is precisely that face, understood as a cognitive representation of people, is nuclear in the conversational
planning of meanings beyond the words. This element is a key feature of conversational schemas; all other factors, whether
verbal or non-verbal, are like satellites orbiting a planet. All of the specific mechanisms used in conversation, even the
reduction or amplification of illocutionary forces, have no sense if face is not established as one of the components with the
most explanatory value. The same happens with gestures, that have not been considered in this paper due to the nature of the
corpus (only audio recordings), but are crucial to understand and identify pragmatic phenomena and should therefore be
incorporated in future works.3
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