DARIA CHERNOVA

Figurative use of past tense in Russian: a case study

In this study I analyze figurative use of the past tense grammeme in
Russian in order to establish what meanings it can develop, how these
meanings depend on the context, and how they are related to each other.
By “figurative use of the past tense” I mean sentences that do not refer to
the past, although they contain a verb in the past tense.

Comrie [Comrie 1985] mentions figurative uses of tense in
Norwegian, German and Russian and insists on treating them as
exceptions because tense grammemes do not lose their core meaning,
however he admits that “it would form an interesting study to ascertain
how grammatical categories and other linguistic items come to develop
secondary uses in addition to their basic meaning” [Comrie 1985]. He
also says that the meanings in question may form a category structured
around a prototype; different members of the category inherit some of the
features of the prototype, but not all of them. “In that [figurative] uses the
grammatical form is not intended to express reference time (tense) but
rather some other notion associated with the literal use of that form, such
as certainty, imminence, remoteness or what have you”. [Kinberg 1991:
331]

In Russian, there are several well-known examples of figurative
uses of tense: historical present and present for scheduled future, past for
abstract present, ironical past for future, future for unreal present or
emphatic future for the past [Russkaja grammatika 1980]. However,
corpus data provide example types not mentioned in the Academy
Grammar — some of which will be explored in the present study.

From the point of view of cognitive linguistics it is interesting to
ask how new meanings develop in grammar and what the underlying
cognitive mechanism of their production and perception is. There are
many unsolved questions: how do figurative uses appear in context? How
are they related to each other? What happens if we get a contradiction
between lexical and grammatical information, for example, when tense of
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the verb refers to one point on a timeline (past) and time adverbial — to
another point (future) or vice versa.

In this study I focus on one case — past tense verbs in the context of
the adverbial 3aBTpa ‘tomorrow’. I take examples from the Russian
National Corpus (RNC, www.ruscorpora.ru) as my point of departure. |
searched for verbs in the past tense in the context of 3aBTpa and classified
the contexts. However, the data elicited from the RNC turned out not to
be sufficient, so I also used the Yandex search engine and searched for
collocations of some frequent Russian verbs combined with 3aBTpa. Here
I got a large set of data mostly from such sources as chats, forums and
blogs, which suggests that the phenomenon under scrutiny in this study is
common in informal registers.

I established several types of contextual meanings:

1. The action refers to the past, but the lexical meaning of the adverbial
changes: it means the day after the time of reference, but this day is still
in the past regarding the time of utterance, so we have the future adverbial
combining with past tense verb.

(1) 3asTtpa onu ye3:xkaaum u3z Terepana. [FO. H. TemsnoB. Cmepth
Basup-Myxrapa (1928)]
“They were leaving Teheran tomorrow.’

We can illustrate it with the following diagram (TU stands for time of
utterance, TR stands for time of reference, star symbolizes the event in
question):

Figure 1

So as we see, there is a combination of two focuses here — we look
at the event from both points of view simultaneously. This is not common
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for a language in general and is not a usual situation for Russian either —
the “proper” adverbial for the next day after the time of reference in the
past would be na creoyrowuii oenv ‘next day’, and zasmpa ‘tomorrow’
appears very marked in this context. This is related to the “vividness
effect” of the praesens historicum. As Dickey [2000] points out, the
historical present is connected to mental transfer of the speaker and the
listener to the point of reference. Haspelmath, describes the praesens
historicum in terms of a moving-ego towards the situation in the past
[Haspelmath 1997]). The function is similar — they are both used for
narrative discourse. We can call this kind of use a shift in the lexical
meaning of the adverbial.

The “future for past” figurative use of future is quite the opposite:
here the time adverbial refers to the past from the point of the time of the
utterance, but the verb is in the future with regard to the time of reference.

(2) Honro xe s xnan! Jyman, uto Bei3oBeTe Buepa. [JIunaTos.1968)]
‘I have been waiting for a long time...I thought you would call
(future) me yesterday.’

The next types of contextual meaning are associated with a
particular construction: cecoons X — zasmpa Y ‘today X tomorrow Y.

2a. The construction names a sequence of actions which refers to the past,
but not exactly to the next day after the time of reference — it is important
that it happens after the action which goes with cecoons and within a
small but necessarily one day interval. So the lexical meaning of the
adverbial already changed in (1), changes further inside a construction — it
becomes relative, not absolute. Basically, here we have a sequence of
actions that happened before the time of utterance:

(3) ApmaBun enie ToT npodeccroHa.YTO OH JyMal, KOrja Morydat
JNEHbIH W TMOANUCHIBANT KOHTpakT? CerojHs Mmoamucail — 3aBTpa
nepeayMal.

‘Arshavin is not a professional. What was he thinking about when
he was signing the contract? He signed it today and changed his
mind tomorrow’.

The following diagram illustrates:
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Figure 2

2b. Another subclass of this meaning is the iterative. It is used to speak
about a sequence of actions that was repeated several times in the past.

(4) Ceromna Obula ofgHa JHHHS, 3aBTPa ee MePEXOIMJ COCEel, U
Haobopot. [KoBanerckuii. 1900-1910]
‘There was a border today, the neighbour would cross (past) it
tomorrow and vice versa.’

The schema would look like this:

T

Figure 3

3. The sequence of actions repeats frequently so it becomes a specific
property) of some person or situation. In a certain sense, therefore, the
actions are not placed on the timeline at all; we are dealing with
something that happens as a rule.

(5) KonedHo, KOE-KTO YCMaTpHUBAET B KyIUIE-IPOJAXKe 3EMIIH XOPOIIIHIA
OW3HEC: ceromHsi Kymwia 10 [eleBKe, a 3aBTpa MNpoJa
BTpUOpora. [« ArpapHslil xxypHain», 2002.02.15]

‘Of course, some people consider purchase and sale of land a good
business — today buy(F) it at a lower price, tomorrow sell it at a
higher price.’

The type of generalization (from repeating to becoming a general
characteristic) can be seen explicitly in the following example from
Maxim Gorky:
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(6) A 4TO B TOM XOPOIIEro — U CETO/IHS YeJIOBEK MopadoTan J1a moei u
3aBTpa — MOpadOoTalI J1a MOe, /1a TaK BCE TOJIbI CBOM — paboTaer u
ect? [['oppkuit 1906]
‘Is it good when today one works and eats, tomorrow works and
eats, and the whole life only works and eats?’

We can depict this as follows:

A
- N

Figure 4

4a. The sequence of actions has not taken place but is very likely to
happen after the time of utterance, i.e. refers to the future - a prediction,
based on knowing the property of the subject. It is potentialis, if we
characterize it in terms of modality, but it can only be placed after the
time of utterance on the time line, so arguably it has future tense
semantics.

(7) B ciuywae ¢ 3aBemiaHMEM MCXOJOB MOXKET OBITh HECKOJIbKO: 1)
ceroJHs MaMa Hamvcaia Ha Bac 3aBemanue, a 3aBTpa mepemxymaia
Y 0TO3Baja.
‘There can be different variants with a testament — today your
mother bequeaths you something and tomorrow she changes her

R I L
S &

Figure S

4b. Conditional meaning appears when a couple of actions expressed by
the construction, can cause some result in future.
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(8) CeronHs Bbl apy3bsl, a 3aBTpa NOPYTaJIUCh - 3TO HaBPEIAUT IPyIIIIE,
BaM JK€ ITOTOM BMECTE MIPaTh KOHIEPTHI M PETIETUPOBATh, a BBl HE
XOTHUTE APYT Apyra BUIETb.
[www.epidemia.ru/oldforum/lofiversion/index.php/]

“You are friends today and you argue tomorrow — this will do harm
to the band...’

The starting point is usually the time of utterance, and further
events refer to future. We can depict this on a schema like
this (where “cnsq” stands for

YWN
(=]

H_J

Figure 6

The overall distribution of meanings in my sample (150 sentences)
is depicted in Figure 7 (shift=type 1, lseries=type 2a, iter=type 2b,
habit=type 3, cond=type 4a, and hyp=type 4b):

40

30

20

—

shift 1 ser iter habit cond hyp

Figure 7
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Modifications of the construction

We have now considered the main types. In the following I will discuss
some modifications of the constructions. They are not idiomatically fixed
in the sense that words can be replaced, omitted or added.

1. Now instead of today

(9) UYenosexomoOust HE  Bemal; CMEsUICA  HAA  MPaBHIAMH
roCyJJapCTBEHHOT'O HPAaBOYUEHHsI; HBIHE JaBajl, 3aBTpa OTHUMaI Oe3
BuHbI. [Kapamsun. 1809-1820]

‘He did not know anything about humanity, he did not respect the
state morality, he would give now and take away tomorrow.’

This happens because, as we have already mentioned, adverbials have a
relative meaning in this construction, so today and now are
interchangeable without any difference in meaning.

2. No “today”

Today may be even omitted, but it is implied, because we are dealing with
a sequence of two actions:

(10) Bsorurpan maty B KyoOxe /[9BHca — 3aT0 3aBTpa NpOUTPaJI EePBHIi
&Ke Kpyr TypHHpa ¢ npuzoMm B MuwuiMoH. [[amumne Taprnuiues.
Cawmpiii onruit maty (1999)]

“You win the Davis cup — but tomorrow lose the first round in a
tournament with 1million prize.’

3. No today-part of the construction

Sometimes even the whole part of the construction can be omitted if it is
easy to understand the implication from the context. For example, in the
sentence below the second part names some sudden bad change, so we
can guess that the implication of the omitted first part was: “Every thing
is OK now, but...”
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(11) D10 mpemycmoTpuTenbHOCTH. 3aBTpa 3a0oJena oOHa, paboOTy
norepsina (TTT) uiau eme yero. Y pebenka xotb 2000 Oyger.
[http://www .krasotulya.ru]

‘It is prudence. Should she fall ill or lose a job tomorrow — the
child would have at least 2000 [roubles per month].’

4. Verb ellipsis

Sometimes the verb can be omitted if we have enough context:

(12) IlpaBo, GBLIO B 3TOM YTO-TO OT CHOPTHUBHBIX MOEJUHKOB: CETOIHS
ThI moOe v, a 3aBTpa 4... [[lapros. 1985]
‘It really looked like a competition — you win today and I <win>
tomorrow.’

5. Extension for 3 actions and 3 adverbials: today, tomorrow and the day
after tomorrow:

(13) HpiHe momom3HyjCcs, 3aBTpa He BCTaJ, TIOCJIe-3aBTpa HE
UCTpaBWIICA; M TaK Ce y30i1 oTdacy OoJiblle 3amyThIBaeTcs; a
HAKOHEIl MOPOK CBEPraeT ¢ MpecTojia A0OpONeTeNb, U CAJAUTCS Ha
Mmecte es. [apxuenuckon [Lmaron (JIepmmn). 1764]

‘Today you fall, tomorrow don’t stand up the day after tomorrow
don’t correct yourself, so the knot becomes tighter and sin takes
place of virtue.’

This shows that the construction is a good environment for semantic
changes, but it does not bear iterative, potential, habitual or conditional
meaning itself as there are uses — though not frequent — where the same
meaning occurs without a construction. For this reason, these are
figurative uses of the past tense grammeme, not the construction.

Discussion: lexical support

The meanings of the constructions are often supported by words with
appropriate semantics in the context. This I will refer to as “lexical
support”. For the iterative meaning we often have lexical contexts
involving repetition or intensity: Hampous ‘at all’ (intensity), cTOIBKO ‘SO
much’ (intensity), Hao00poT ‘vice versa’ (repetition), ¢ HOBOH HaAEKI0M
‘with new hope’ (repetition), Bcerna ‘always’ (repetition), CHOBa 1 CHOBa
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‘again and again’ (repetition).

(14) S me mor ero BbIy4uTh Hampoudb. CeroaHs BBI3YOpHJ — 3aBTpa
3a6b01. [Kypbaros. 1999]
‘I could not learn at all. I would memorize it today and forget again
tomorrow.’

For the habitual meaning we often find words denoting permanent
states or habituality in the lexical context: Bcerma ‘always’, 0ObIYHO
‘usually’:

(15) OObIyHO HE OBIBAET TAK, YTOOBI O0IBHOM ¢ hoOUeH ceroaHs OosuICs
INIMPOKKMX YJIMII, 3aBTPa mepecTaj]l uX OOATbCI ¥ Hayal
UCTIBITHIBATh CTPAaX OCTPBIX TPEIAMETOB, a IOCIEe3aBTPa BMECTO
ATOTO TMOSBUIIACH OOS3HB 3apa)KCHUs. [Www.syntone.ru]

‘Usually it never happens like that: today the patient with phobia is
afraid of broad streets and next day he stops being afraid of them
and starts to be afraid of sharp objects.’

The hypothetical contextual meaning receives lexical support from
words indicating uncertainty or probability — donycmum ‘suppose’,
npedcmasy cebe ‘imagine’, nmpumepno ‘something like that’, moowcem
ovimb ‘maybe’:

(16) HdomycTtuM, ceroiHs 3TO XOPOUIMM cailT, a 3aBTpa HCHOPTHJICH,
WM Ha000pOT, MOXKET Takoe ObITh? [forum.sape.ru/printthread.php]
‘Suppose it is a good site today and it becomes bad tomorrow, is
that possible?’

However, it is important to bear in mind that lexical support is not
obligatory; it is found in some examples, but far from all. In the following
section we turn to the grammatical context, which is more regular than the
lexical features explored above.

Discussion: Grammatical context

The grammatical context consists of the grammatical features of a verb
outside the construction (or outside the collocation with adverbial in case
of shift). In the present tense, the grammatical context may involve a zero
copula verb. The main question is this: how does the grammatical context
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contribute to the meaning of the construction?

For uses involving a shift in the lexical meaning of the adverbial or
iterative in the past we mostly have verbs in the past in the context. This
indicates that the whole situation is located in the past.

(17) 3aBTpa mnpmexaJm pOOUTENN, U BCTpeYa HE COCTOSNACH.
[MaxkapeBud. 1990]
“Tomorrow the parents came and there was no meeting.’

For the construction “ceromns X — 3aBTpa Y, the grammatical
context usually contains a present tense verb. This supports a non-past
interpretation. Notice that present tense is the most prototypical way to
express habitual meaning.

(18) Ha ogHo miaThe yXOAMT mapy JHEH, B CMbICIIE — CETOJIHSI Havana —
3aBTpa 3akoH4mJIAa. [selenik.livejournal.com/85429.html 25 anpens
2007]

‘It takes a couple of days to make a dress. [ mean, I start today and
finish tomorrow.’

When the “cerogns X — 3aBTpa Y construction refers to the future, there
is normally a future tense verb outside the construction:

(19) 3aBupmoBarh, YTO Yy MOAPYIM COCTOSITENIBHBIM MYK, sl CUMTAlO,
riyno. CeroHst OH OOTaThIi, a 3aBTpa Pa3opwiICs U yeMy Toraa Ber
Oynete 3aBumoBatTh?! [Www.psynavigator.ru/forum/viewtopic.php]
‘I think it is stupid to envy your friend because her husband is rich:
today he is rich and tomorrow he is bankrupt and what will you
envy then?’

The correlation between the type of meaning and grammatical
context turned out to be statistically significant. Table 1 presents raw and
relative frequencies of each type of context:

present past future no context
Shift 0 0% 16 55% 0 0% 13 49%
Iterative 0 0% 20 64.5% 0 0% 11 35.5%
Habitual 22 54% 2 5% 5 12% 12 29%

Cond./hypo. 13 29% 6 14% 14 32% 11 25%
Table 1
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Statistical analysis carried out in “R” shows high significance, so the
distribution is not random and certain kinds of meanings attract certain
grammatical contexts: X-squared = 245.6251, df = 9, p-value < 2.2e-16.
The correlation between the type of meaning and grammatical context is
shown in Figure 8:
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Discussion: correlation with aspect

It turned out that there is a strong correlation between the type of
contextual figurative meaning and the aspect of the verb. The data in
Table 2 shows this; the “shift” and “iterative” types prefer the
imperfective aspect, while the perfective is dominant for the “habitual”
and “conditional/ hypothetical” types.

perfective imperfective
Shift 7 22
Iterative 4 27
Habitual 40 1
Conditional/hypothetical 43 1

Table 2

The correlation between the type of the contextual meaning and the
aspect turned out to be statistically significant, as the Fisher exact test
gave a p-value < 2.2e-16. Figures 9 and 10 provide illustrations; we can
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see that the first two types prefer imperfective aspect while the last two
types almost always attract perfective aspect:
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As pointed out by Dickey [2000], perfective aspect is never used in
the historical present in East Slavic languages. It may therefore not be
surprising that contextual type 1 (“shift”), which is similar to the
historical present, also disprefers the perfective aspect. The preference of
imperfective for the iterative type is also hardly surprising, since the
imperfective aspect is the unmarked choice for repeated actions.
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The relationship between habitual, conditional and hypothetical
meanings on the one hand and perfective aspect on the other may be less
obvious. However, recall that the relevant constructions involve
sequences of actions. The perfective aspect is used because conjoined
perfectives can form temporal sequences, which can be located in
different places on the timeline [Dickey 2000]. It is also worth
mentioning that there are other constructions in Russian where the
perfective aspect conveys habitual or hypothetical meanings [Nesset
2009].

All in all, while the correlations between aspect and construction
type appears to have semantic motivation, the semantics of Russian
aspect and its contribution to the meaning of the constructions under
scrutiny in the present study need to be investigated further.

Discussion: relationships

So far we have seen that there are 6 different types of contextual
meanings of the past tense grammeme. Are they related to each other?
What factors provoke semantic changes and what factors contribute to
contextual interpretation?

Lexical meaning is more vulnerable, so it undergoes a semantic
change as in type 1. This is an example of mental transfer from the time
of utterance to the time of reference, or moving ego in Haspelmath’s
terminology [Haspelmath 1997]. It is associated with narration — which
makes it related to the historical present; in both cases the transfer creates
a “vividness effect”.

The second step is the appearance of a construction. The meanings
of the words inside a construction are very likely to change. It happens to
adverbials here. They lose their core meaning and only relative meaning
remains — the idea that today comes before tomorrow and the interval
between them is short. Now we get an idea of a series of actions in the
past. The next stage of the meaning derivation is the iteration of series in
the past. It might be considered as a modification of meaning 1, which
now becomes “multiplied” due to aspectual semantics. The following
stage is the development of figurative use from literal use of past tense
(i.e. past tense with reference to past) — i.e. past tense with reference to
another point on a timeline. Arguably, this is an example of metonymical
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transfer: generalization from a part to the whole timeline. If we know that
a series of actions happened repeatedly, there is only a small step to
assuming that the relevant actions represent a habit.

Another step is done when the future meaning appears. It might also
be considered a metonymical transfer from whole to part — if carrying out
a series of action can be a property of the subject/situation — that it can be
supposed that such sequence might happen in a particular time in future.
Again, the adverbial does not have its dictionary meaning here — it is a
part of the construction and marks short interval between the first and the
second action. In other words, we proceed from something spread on the
whole timeline to the part that represents the future.

So, we see that the set of meanings is structured like a family
resemblance chain that is linked by metonymy. The first step involves a
change in the lexical meaning of the adverbial, the second one is caused
by the construction, and then metonymical transfers take place:

1 22:  from single verb to a construction

2a->2b: from 1 series to many series of actions

2b = 3: from repeating to a general property in present

3 2 4a: from general property — to a prediction for future

4a - 4b: from prediction a situation to predicting consequences of
the situation

Concluding remarks

In this study, I have discussed verbs in the past tense in collocations with
future tense adverbials. I have shown that the past tense grammeme is
capable of expressing figurative contextual meanings when the past tense
form appears in a particular construction. The relevant meanings are
habitual, hypothetical and conditional. They are connected metonymically
with each other and with non-figurative contextual meanings of the past
tense grammeme. In some cases ellipsis can occur in such constructions.
Lexical and grammatical contexts, as well as aspectual semantics
contribute to the figurative interpretation.
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Summary

This article discusses past tense verbs in collocations with the future tense
adverbial 3aBTpa ‘tomorrow’. It is shown that the past tense grammeme
can express habitual, hypothetical and conditional meanings that are
related through metonymy.
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