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Pragmaphilology: the case of 1Qcentury Russian peasant letters
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This is an exploration of the role the young field of pragmatics can, and should, play
within the old field of philology. It also argues the case for establishing “pragmaphilology”,

a way of doing philology while explicitly and consistently incorporating pragmatics into
philological analysis.

The cornerstone of pragmatics is reference, the relationship between language and the
referential world it represents. The referential world includes the two parties involved in the
act of communication, the speaker (or writer) and the addressee (or reader). Pragmaphilology
views texts as a linguistic product of the speaker’s cognitive activity targeting another indi-
vidual (or individuals). Hence texts reveal not only the so-called denotative content but also
the organization of the speaker’s mind, and the way the speaker views the assumed recipient
of his product. The recipient the speaker assumed when producing a text was not the philolo-
gist, who is merely an eager eavesdropper on the communication between the speaker and the
mind the speaker targeted. From the way the text is shaped, the eavesdropping pragmaphilol-
ogist must be able to see not only the content proper, but also how the speaker’s mind was or-
ganized, the assumptions the speaker made about the addressee, and ways the speaker viewed
his or her relationship to the addressee and to the referential world. The speaker chooses what
to say and how to say it depending on numerous pragmatic factors, and — importantly — does
not always behave cooperatively. The pragmaphilologist strives to account for the formal
choices the speaker made in producing the text, and to calculate not only the denotative but
also the connotative meaning the intended addressee must have grasped from a given text.

Let us consider some of the pragmatic meaning deducible from a text fragment from
[. 23-24 (1882, examined in the lecture), showing how the speaker approached both the
addressee and some external realia (line breaks are ignored):



Ypokaii xyme0OB 3mech HBIHE IJIOXOW W IieHa Ha TakoBoii B Capamyse

harvest of-grain here now poor and price for such in S.

85 kom., a B Borkwuracke 95 kom. wu 1 pyb6. 3a mym paHONI
85 kop. and in V. 95 kop. and 1 rub. for pood of-rye
Mmyku. llmenuia y Hac pomuiaach, Hakaad O0 OATA OBUHOB. O3umu
flour wheat at us grew reaped to 5 barns  winter-crops
ITocesiJm YEThIPpE AECATHUHLI, OCTaJIbHasI 3€EMJIA IoOq ImMapoM. Jlom alb
sowed 4 des. remaining land lies-fallow  horse
KYIWIA, MepuHa OATU Jjer 3a 065 pyb., KOPOBLI HOAT nBe. BuHo

we-bought gelding of-5 vyears for 65 rub. cows  they-milk two wine

nocraBisgeM bonasieBy u Tronuny. Boma wpme B Kame u Bouare

we-deliver  for-B. and T. water now in K. and V.
Masia, gapoBamu Topryem. Orerr Peomop moun otnasi B BoTkuHCK
low  firewood we-sell father F daughter gave to V.

3a bBorocmoBa. Dabymka xuBer y Hac. Y Marepu TBoell Oosena pyka

to theologian grandma lives at us at mother your hurt arm
IEeJLI MECAll U JIEUNJIaCh B BorkumckoMm 3aBoge, Ha JIEYEHUE
whole month and she-got-treatedin V. plant for treatment
mnepsramu 25 pyo. Cena cusamu 70 BO3OB.

we-spent 25 rub. hay we-cut 70 carts

‘The grain harvest here is bad this year and the price for it (i.e. grain) in Sarapul is 85
kop., while in Votkinsk (it is) 95 kop. and 1 rub., for a pood of rye flour. Wheat we
had (a good harvest of): we reaped up to 5 barns. We sowed 4 acres of winter crops,
(and) the rest of the land lies fallow. We bought a horse, a five-year-old gelding, for 65
rub. We have two cows that get milked. We deliver liquor for Bodalyov and Tyunin.
The water in the Kama and Volga is shallow lately. We sell firewood. Father Feodor
gave his daughter away to Votkinsk to a theologian. Grandmother lives with us. Your
mother was hurting in her arm for a whole month and got treated in Votkinsk Plant,
for the treatment we spent 25 rub. We cut 70 carts of hay.’

Consider the underlined sentenctause-initial items in the transcription (note that in



the English translation, subjects missing in the Russian texts have been supplied, and that the
word order difers from that of the original). These items are syntactically heterogeneous,
including nominative subjectsypo:xair ‘harvest’, mena ‘price’, mmenumna ‘wheat’, Boga

‘water’, orenr ®eomop ‘Father Feodor’ Gabymra ‘grandmother’), direct objectsibrrann

‘horse’, Buro ‘wine’), governed nouns in direct object numeral phrasesn(u ‘of win-

ter crops’,koposui ‘Of cows’, cena ‘Of hay’), prepositional phrasess (marepu TBOEi ‘at

your mother’s’, ua seuenue ‘for treatment’), and oblique complementsposamu ‘fire-
wood.instr.sg."). What is common to all of them is their Topic status in their respective
clauses, as revealed by their initial position in conjunction with the kind of formulaic utter-
ance intonation that lacks accentual prominence. This requires some explanation, for while
linear position is of course directly “visible” sentence intonation is not. Yet the impossibility

of placing the sentential stress on the clause-initial items can be deduced from general prin-
ciples of Russian word order and intonation: when stressed items appear utterance-initially,
the segmental material that follows them is deaccented and delivered in a monotone (carrying
the so-called spreading phrase accent), with no contour tones. As such, this stretch cannot
be too long, as it would have to be if the initial items, sayyiposkait x1e60B 3meCh HLIHE

mitoxoit ‘The grain harvest here is bad this year’ orBBona moine B kame 1 Bosre magna

‘The water in the Kama and Volga is shallow lately’ were to be stressed. The interconnection
between the amount of segmental material and the prefsdrsesce of sentential stress thus
rules out sentential stress placement on the initial items in these sentences, resulting in the
formulaic measured intonation typical of interlocutor distance and formality. In fact, once the
“distant” intonational mode sets in, the “distant key” is maintained even in shorter clauses,
e.g.,aposamu Topryem ‘We sell firewood'.

The formulaic intonation that can be gathered from this “visible” linear arrangement
suggests that the author of this text (the father of the family) established a formal distance
between himself and the addressee (his seventeen-year-old son). (In fact, this is the case with
the overwhelming majority of the father’s letters, in contrast to those authored by the mother.)
Given this formality, however, the fact that the author did not place those items at the end of
their clauses (where rhematic material is located in utterances with formal intonation) shows
that he treated them as Topics — and here another cognitive feature of this text is revealed.
To treat a given referential item as Topic, the speaker normally needs some evidence that
the addressee is currently concerned with the item in question. If this item was just men-



tioned in the preceding context, such evidence is unequivocal and the speaker is on objective
ground. A cooperative peer speaker prototypically shapes his utterances according to such
objective evidence. But there is no objective evidence that the initial items in the example
just considered appeared in the preceding context. Clause after clause, the speaker brings
in new referential items (with éiering grammatical status) and places them in Topic posi-
tions, thus treating them as if the addressee was currently concerned with them. This kind of
impositional speaker behavior is typical of a close interlocutor relationship, arising from the
speaker’s own concern with the topics in question, which in turn leads him to impose his own
concern onto the addressee’s presumed cognitive state. Thus the father in this case, through
his word order, displays a sort of “If I'm concerned about it you must be concerned about it,
too” attitude.

The excerpt just examined tells the pragmaphilologist much more than what the eco-
nomic life of that family was like in the summer of 1882. In addition to the denotational
content, we can deduce from the structure of the text that the father, on the one hand, treated
his teenage son formally, in keeping with the epistolary tradition of the time, while on the
other, he was self-centered enough to assume that whatever was on his own mind had to be
on his son’s mind as well. This analysis was possible because a tacit assumption was made
that the structure of Russian intonation has not changed since the time of the letter. Such an
assumption is not unreasonable, given all we know about Russian poetics and about the tra-
ditional stage pronunciation of the recent past. This brings us to another important aspect of
pragmaphilology: it calls for the examination of relatively recent texts, where the analystis on
a relatively firm footing. Once everything is known about that layer of the recent past (includ-
ing subtle pragmatic evidence from areas like intonation), the researcher can safely proceed
to still deeper layers of the past, gradually working backwards toward an understanding of
philological data more and more removed from the present.
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