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Abstract

The study explores the use of Litotes as a pragmatic strategy in contemporary English literature. Litotes is a
rhetorical device characterized by understatement, often through the use of double negatives or a negated
opposite (e.g., “not bad” meaning “good”). As a pragmatic tool, litotes serves various communicative functions,
including softening criticism, conveying irony, and enhancing politenessThis research examines how
contemporary authors employ litotes to subtly influence reader’s interpretations and reflect social and emotional
nuances. Through an analysis of selected modern literary works, and how the versatility of litotes in conveying
implicit meanings and its significance in pragmatic discourse.
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Introduction
Rhetorical devices are effective means of expressing ideas that go beyond the literal. Litotes, a kind of
understatement that affirms a positive statement by negating its opposite (for example, "not bad" to mean "good"),
is one such device that has long captured academics deduce to its small difference and practical complexity. In
both written and spoken speech, litotes are important for establishing tone, conveying attitudes, and negotiating
politeness techniques, despite their frequently subtle use Litotes, which was only a stylistic flourish, have become
a practical technique that inverted character development, narrative voice, and cultural standards in new English
literature. Unlike hyperbole, which exaggerates speech, litotes allow readers to conclude meaning through subtle
inference. The Gricean maxims of conversation and relevance theory, which plays a strong emphasis on
cooperative communication and implicit meaning, are in line with this usage. A vital instrument in contemporary
literary discourse, litotes are used by authors to subtly express strength, express sarcasm, or soften
criticism.Litotes are still not well knowing in pragmatic literary analysis, in spite of their frequent existence. The
research focus on its rhetorical role in such texts. By checking how modern writers use litotes to get practical

goals; whether to improve character authenticity, use irony, or negotiate sociocultural power dynamics. This study
demands to close that gap. This study will recognize the function of litotes in selected works of modern English
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literature, with a focus on its pragmatic roles. It will join literary analysis with pragmatic theories to find out how
this rhetorical understatement take part in meaning-making and reader interpretation.

The problem

While rhetorical devices like metaphor, irony, and hyperbole have received extensive scholarly attention in both
literary and pragmatic studies, litotes on the other side, has often been treated as a marginal stylistic feature. In
spite of its frequent use in contemporary English literature, particularly as a strategy for (understatement,
politeness, irony, or indirectness) there is a noticeable lack of in depth investigation into its pragmatic significance
within literary texts. The central problem found in the insufficient integration of pragmatic analysis and literary
criticism when it comes to litotes. modern writers frequently employ litotes to reflect nuanced character emotions,
cultural attitudes, or social dynamics. These subtleties are rarely the subject of focused academic inquiry. The
potential of litotes as a pragmatic strategy to: (shape reader perception, build implied meanings, and enhance
narrative depth remains underexplored). This research, addresses the gap by analyzing the pragmatic functions of
litotes in selected contemporary English literary texts, asking (How and why do authors employ litotes as a
strategic communicative tool?, And to what extent does litotes serve to mediate tone; intention; and social
interaction within fictional narratives?)

Research Objectives

This study aims to:
1-  Identify instances of litotes in  selected contemporary  English  literary  texts.
2- Analyze the pragmatic functions of litotes within some texts, concentrating on how understatement contributes
to (meaning, tone, and characterization).
3- Seek the communicative intentions behind the use of litotes, such as: (politeness, irony, emphasis, or social
alignment).

4- Bridge the gap between “rhetorical stylistics” and “pragmatic analysis” in literary discourse.
5- Esteem the cultural and contextual relevance of litotes in conveying indirect or implied meanings in
contemporary literature.

Research Hypotheses
1. Litotes is used in modern English literature not only as a rhetorical device but as a pragmatic strategy as well.
which enhances character development and narrative voice.

2. The use of litotes serves to accomplish communicative functions such as (politeness, irony, and indirect
criticism) in uniformity with pragmatic theories like Grice’s Cooperative Principle and Brown and Levinson’s
Politeness Theory.
3. There is an important correlation between the frequency of litotes and specific authorial styles in modern
literature, bring to light its strategic selection for narrative influence.

Methodology

This study take over a qualitative & descriptive analytical approach, grounded in pragmatics and literary stylistics.
It seeks to explore the pragmatic functions of litotes in selected modern English literary texts, analyzing both
“form and function” in context. The research combines (textual analysis with pragmatic theory), concentrating on
how litotes functions as a strategic tool of communication within imaginary narratives.
Excerpts from the works of five contemporary authors:

_ Margaret Atwood \ The Handmaid’s Tale
_ Kazuo Ishiguro \ Never Let Me Go
_ Zadie Smith \ White Teeth
_ Ian McEwan \ Atonement

Colson Whitehead \ The Underground Railroad
Data Collection and Sampling

A useful sampling technique was anticipate to extract litotes from each text. Litotes was defined as the use
of negation to affirm a positive meaning, such as “not bad, no small task, or not unfamiliar.”

Each identified instance was examined in its full narrative context to determine:

- The implied and literal meaning.
- The speaker’s intent.
- The effect on tone, or reader interpretation.

Ya¢




(Y+Y0) Jg1 50,5 (¥) ot (V4) ulond! Al st Aneln dowe

- The bias  with  pragmatic  principles (  Grice’s  Maxims,  Politeness  Theory)
Analytical Framework
Analysis was guided by the following lenses:
1. Grice’s Cooperative Principle. (1975)
2 Brown and Levinson’s Politeness Theory. (1987)

3. Relevance Theory by Sperber and Wilson. (1995)

Analysis and Findings

This section presents a conclude analysis of selected instances of litotes, drawn from the literary collection. Each
example is checked in terms of its: (context, implied meaning, and pragmatic function). The analysis shows that
litotes serves as a multifunctional tool in modern English literature; often used to signal (emotional restraint,

politeness, irony, or understated emphasis).
1. Margaret Atwood _ The Handmaid’s Tale.
Excerpt : “You can’t help what you feel, but you can help how you behave. Not wanting to is not the same as not
being able to.” (Atwood, 1985, p. 123)

Analysis \ This example uses litotes to show the difference between inability and unwillingness. Atwood actually
highlights the protagonist’s moral agency, under a totalitarian regime by pragmatic understatement.
Function \ Emphasis by negation; indirect assertion of responsibility; Grice’s Maxim of Relation.
2. Kazuo Ishiguro _ Never Let Me Go.
Excerpt:  “It wasn’t unpleasant, exactly. Just.. strange.”  (Ishiguro, 2005, p. 89)
Analysis: Litotes diminishes emotional intensity while signaling psychological discomfort. This understatement

invites the reader to infer deeper emotional conflict.
Function: Emotional restraint; reader inference; Relevance Theory.
3 Zadie Smith White Teeth.

Excerpt: “He wasn’t exactly a genius, but he wasn’t stupid either.” (Smith, 2000, p. 241)
Analysis: The use of litotes creates ambiguity and a tone of gentle mockery. It reflects Smith’s use of indirect

evaluation in social commentary.
Function: Politeness strategy, irony; Brown and Levinson’s negative politeness.
4 lan McEwan Atonement.

Excerpt: “It was  not  unthinkable, just..  unlikely.”  (McEwan, 2001, p. 174)
Analysis: This litotic phrase introduces tentative acceptance, subtly acknowledging possibility while maintaining
distance.

Function: Hedging; implied possibility; Gricean implicature.
5. Colson Whitehead _ The Underground Railroad.
Excerpt:  “Cora was not unfamiliar with the feeling.” (Whitehead, 2016, p. 203)
Analysis: Understatement highlights recurring trauma. The use of litotes deepens emotional resonance through

indirect phrasing.
Function: Emotional understatement; shared experience; Relevance Theory.
Summary of Findings:

The following table summarizes the primary pragmatic functions observed across the selected texts:

| Function | Frequency | Example Author/Text |
| | | |
| Emotional restraint | High | Ishiguro, Whitehead |
| Irony/indirect evaluation | Moderate | Smith, Atwood |
| Politeness strategy | Moderate | Smith, McEwan |

| Emphasis via negation | High | Atwood, Whitehead |
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This analysis shows that litotes plays a crucial role in enhancing the depth and realism of narrative texts in modern
fiction.

Conclusion

This study starts to explore litotes as a pragmatic strategy in ‘contemporary English literature’, and analyzing how
authors employ understatement not for stylistic effect; but as a tool for accurate communication. By means of
close textual analysis in pragmatic theory, the research has expressed that litotes functions across many levels. It
conveys: (emotional complexity, mitigates directness, irony, and pull the reader to inferential interpretation).
The analysis of selected works by “Margaret Atwood, Kazuo Ishiguro, Zadie Smith, lan McEwan, and Colson
Whitehead” showed that litotes serves to enhance character authenticity, as well as construct narrative tone, and
navigate social dynamics within fictional worlds. Whether marking inner conflict, softening critique, reinforcing
emotional restraint, litotes shows as a versatile and deliberate rhetorical tool.These results challenge the
conventional view of litotes as a decorative device. On the contrary, it should be considered as a central
mechanism in the pragmatics of literary discourse. one that reflects wider cultural, psychological, and
communicative standards. By bridging rhetorical stylistics with pragmatic theory, this study engages in a more
comprehensive understanding of how meaning is built and interpreted in contemporary literature.Future research
could extent the scope to other genres, such as modern drama or digital fiction, or apply corpus linguistics methods
to examine the frequency and division of litotic texture on a larger scale.

References

Atwood, M. (1985). The Handmaid’s Tale. McClelland and Stewart

Brown, P., & Levinson, S. C. (1987). Politeness: Some Universals in Language Usage. Cambridge University
Press

Grice, H. P. (1975). Logic and Conversation. In Cole, P. & Morgan, J. (Eds.), Syntax and Semantics (Vol. 3, pp.
41-58). Academic Press

Ishiguro, K. (2005). Never Let Me Go. Faber and Faber

McEwan, I. (2001). Atonement. Jonathan Cape

Smith, Z. (2000). White Teeth. Hamish Hamilton

Sperber, D., & Wilson, D. (1995). Relevance: Communication and Cognition (2nd ed.). Blackwell

Whitehead, C. (2016). The Underground Railroad. Doubleday

yan




