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Abstract

This research is a pragmatic study of verbal mitigation in TCM elini-
cal interviews from an LRT (i.e. pragmatics as a linguistic regulation
theory) perspective. Its aim is twofold. On the one hand, it specifically
fathoms how doctors and patients mobilize such mitigating devices as
“ dignr” (B5JL), “pa” (11), “heménfg (FTRE), “hdoxiang” (374,
“fingshus” (W), “ma” (W) and “ gidogiao” (BEME) in Yunnan
Chinese to regulate their interview interactions and retain harmony of dif-
ferent kinds involved therein. On the other, it tries to answer: in what
way do findings from the analysis of mitigation support the basic assump-
tions or ideas of LRT proposed by the author of this dissertation and
demonstrate the relationship between the two?

LRT, a tentative pragmatic theory from which our conceptual frame-
work of mitigation is developed, studies how people use language to regu-
late their social behavior and maintain or improve harmony of different
kinds involved therein. According to this theory, human social behavior is
characterized by two diverging but converging tendencies——harmony and
conflict, which constitute a scale. Language use as a form of this behavior
serves to maintain a tension between the two ends. Stated another way,
language use is generally oriented to a normal state of harmony, but for
some reason, it is often conflictive.

Arising directly from the performance of speech acts, these conflicts

are interactional speech acts are regarded in this theory as moves that
constitute activity interactions. Since an activity interaction occurs along
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three dimensions——physical, psychological and social, conflicts are as-
sumed to operate on these dimensions and thus classified as such. Being
metapragmatically aware of the possible threat of these conflicts to the pro-
gression of their activity interactions and the normal state of harmony,
participants employ mitigating devices to weaken or defuse them along
these dimensions.

In this framework, therefore, mitigation is regarded as a means of
linguistic regulation and a pragmatic strategy. It serves to regulate an ac-
tivity interaction by defusing or softening the conflicts therein. This it
achieves by choosing a mitigating device to reduce a pragmatic parameter.
Since the conflicts arise directly out of speech acts, mitigation operates
directly on speech acts although its effect is interactional. As in the case
of conflicts, mitigation is assumed to operate on the three dimensions of
interaction and classified as such.

Using this framework, we analyzed a corpus of about 780 mitigators
identified in 88 TCM clinical interviews. We classified these mitigators as
physical, psychological and social, and analyzed each type in detail. The
results showed consistently that both doctors and patients prefer internal
mitigators, notably lexical/phrasal ones. Doctors tend to use some syntac-
tic and even external devices. The analysis also indicated that doctors and
patients are inclined to choose different pragmatic parameters to address
different conflicts along different dimensions. This suggests that while
working cooperatively to mitigate the interactional conflicts and regulate
their interview interactions so as to maintain and develop different kinds of

interactional harmony, doctors and patients behave in different ways, no-

tably along the psychological and the social dimension as emotively
and socially powerful participants, doctors have more responsibilities to
bear for both the patients and their interviews. These findings improve our
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knowledge of the regulating function of mitigation in TCM clinical inter-
views and confirm our conceptual framework of mitigation .

The research has also led to findings supporting the basic assump-
tions or ideas of LRT. First, language use, the object of a pragmatic the-
ory, serves to regulate and manage activity interactions and meanwhile
maintain a physical, psychological and social equilibrium between the two
ends of the scale, or rather at the social-behavioral level. Secondly, lan-
guage use as an embedded form of human social behavior is realized local-
ly as speech acts and globally as activity interactions. Thirdly, linguistic
regulation of its matrix social behavior finds its expression in the struc-
tural, semantic and pragmatic variability, negotiability and adaptability of
language and its use. Moreover, linguistic regulation as verified in the

operation of mitigation is a process which involves language users’ reflex-

ive ( metapragmatic) awareness in language use——it is cognitively
based. Finally, many pragmatic theories, previous or current, have more
or less approached language use in this way. These findings justify the
theoretical necessity and validity of LRT as a tentative pragmatic theory.
Findings from this research also demonstrate the relationship between
mitigation as a means of linguistic regulation and LRT as a pragmatic the-

ory serving to explain the dynamic process of mitigation.
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