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Abstract: This article examines communicative mitigation from the
perspective of truthfulness and sincerity in interpersonal communication.
Mitigation is understood as a pragmatic strategy that reduces the categorical force
of an utterance while preserving the speaker’s commitment to truth and maintaining
harmonious social interaction. The study explores how speakers employ linguistic
devices such as modal expressions, hedges, indirect speech acts, and epistemic
markers to balance sincerity with politeness. Particular attention is paid to the
relationship between mitigation and Grice’s Cooperative Principle, especially the
Maxim of Quality, which requires speakers to provide truthful and reliable
information. The analysis demonstrates that mitigation does not necessarily
undermine truthfulness; rather, it often serves as a means of expressing uncertainty,
limiting commitment, and presenting information in a socially acceptable manner.
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Communication is not merely the transmission of information; it is also a
process of establishing and maintaining social relationships. Speakers frequently
face situations in which direct and categorical statements may threaten interpersonal
harmony or create communicative tension. To avoid such effects, they often employ
mitigation strategies that soften the force of their utterances.

At the same time, communication is expected to be truthful and sincere. The
effectiveness of interaction largely depends on the extent to which interlocutors trust

one another and perceive information as reliable. Therefore, an important question
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arises: how can speakers remain truthful while avoiding excessive directness?

The present study investigates communicative mitigation in relation to
truthfulness and sincerity. It seeks to demonstrate that mitigation is not necessarily
a deviation from honesty; rather, it is often a pragmatic mechanism through which
speakers accurately represent their degree of certainty, knowledge, and
commitment.

The concepts of truthfulness and sincerity occupy a central position in
pragmatic theory. According to Grice’s Cooperative Principle, successful
communication is based on several conversational maxims. Among them, the
Maxim of Quality states that speakers should not say what they believe to be false
and should not present information for which they lack adequate evidence.

Sincerity, in turn, refers to the correspondence between a speaker’s utterance
and his or her genuine beliefs, intentions, or feelings. An utterance is considered
sincere when it truthfully reflects the speaker’s internal state.

Mitigation interacts closely with these principles. Speakers often avoid
absolute certainty when they possess only partial information. Instead of making
categorical claims, they use mitigating expressions that more accurately represent
their level of confidence.

For example:

This is definitely the correct solution. (categorical)

This seems to be the correct solution. (mitigated)

The second statement may be more sincere because it reflects the speaker’s
actual degree of certainty.

One of the most important functions of mitigation is the expression of
epistemic uncertainty. Speakers often recognize limitations in their knowledge and
use linguistic devices to signal these limitations.

Examples include:

| think this approach may be effective.

It appears that the results support the hypothesis.

Perhaps there is another explanation.
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Such expressions do not weaken truthfulness; instead, they enhance
communicative accuracy by indicating that the information is based on probability
rather than certainty.

From this perspective, mitigation may be regarded as a form of epistemic
honesty. Rather than overstating confidence, speakers openly acknowledge
uncertainty and invite further discussion.

Modal Verbs

Modal verbs frequently indicate varying degrees of certainty:

The findings may suggest a different interpretation.

The problem could be related to external factors.

These constructions prevent speakers from making unsupported claims and
therefore contribute to truthful communication.

Hedging Expressions

Hedges are among the most common mitigation devices:

| believe;

it seems

apparently
to some extent

probably
Such expressions allow speakers to qualify statements according to the strength of
available evidence.

Epistemic Adverbs

Epistemic adverbs provide additional information about certainty levels:
Possibly, perhaps, likely, presumably.

Their use demonstrates the speaker’s awareness of the limitations of
knowledge.

Indirect Evaluations
Mitigation also appears in evaluative discourse:
The proposal may require some revision.

The argument appears somewhat incomplete.
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Instead of delivering harsh criticism, speakers present evaluations in a
measured and sincere manner.

Sincerity and Politeness

Truthfulness and politeness are not always compatible. A completely direct
statement may be truthful but socially inappropriate:

Your presentation was poor.

Although this statement may reflect the speaker’s genuine opinion, it can
damage interpersonal relations.

Mitigated alternatives include:

| think some parts of the presentation could be improved.

Perhaps additional examples would strengthen the presentation.

These formulations preserve the essential content while reducing potential
face-threatening effects.

According to politeness theory, mitigation enables speakers to balance
honesty with social sensitivity. The goal is not to conceal the truth but to
communicate it in a way that remains respectful and constructive.

The analysis reveals several major functions:

Expressing Genuine Uncertainty

Mitigation helps speakers communicate the actual limits of their knowledge.

Example:

| am not entirely sure, but the data seem to indicate a positive trend.

Avoiding False Certainty

Overconfidence may lead to misleading communication. Mitigation
prevents speakers from presenting assumptions as facts.

Example: The results might be influenced by external variables.

Encouraging Dialogue

Mitigated statements often invite discussion and alternative viewpoints.

Example: Perhaps there is another way to interpret these findings.

Preserving Interpersonal Trust

When speakers accurately represent their level of certainty, they appear
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more credible and trustworthy.

The relationship between mitigation and truthfulness is often
misunderstood. Mitigation is sometimes viewed as a strategy of vagueness or
evasion. However, pragmatic analysis suggests a different interpretation.

In many communicative situations, absolute certainty is neither possible nor
appropriate. Scientific discourse, academic writing, professional communication,
and everyday interaction frequently involve incomplete information. Under such
circumstances, mitigation serves as a mechanism for representing reality more
accurately.

Moreover, sincerity does not require categorical statements. A speaker who
openly acknowledges uncertainty may be more sincere than one who expresses
unjustified confidence. Consequently, mitigation can strengthen rather than weaken
communicative reliability.

The study also indicates that mitigation contributes to ethical
communication. By combining honesty with respect for the interlocutor, speakers
create conditions for cooperative and productive interaction.

Communicative mitigation represents an important pragmatic mechanism
that links truthfulness, sincerity, and politeness. Rather than contradicting the
principles of honest communication, mitigation often reinforces them by allowing
speakers to express appropriate degrees of certainty and commitment.

The analysis demonstrates that modal expressions, hedges, epistemic
markers, and indirect evaluations function as tools of epistemic honesty. They
enable speakers to avoid false certainty, communicate genuine beliefs, and maintain
constructive interpersonal relationships.

Therefore, mitigation should be regarded not merely as a strategy of
softening utterances but also as a means of achieving truthful and sincere
communication. Future research may explore the realization of truth-oriented
mitigation in different discourse types, including academic, political, media, and

digital communication.
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