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This study aims at looking into various formats of modern Russian-language
internet communication in order to discover changes in sociocultural pat-
terns and models of the discourse behavior that characterize values and
norms of the contemporary Russian public life. Specifi ¢ public discourse
genres — high offi cials’ internet blogs — are analyzed with a special em-
phasis on whether the public discourse represented in the modern elec-
tronic modes is different in the language used from that of the traditional offi
cial discourse. This analysis should allow to better understand ideas and
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beliefs prevailing in the Russian public opinion, to trace its changes and
emerging linguistic patterns.

Key words: public discourse, blog, patterns, discourse patterns, linguistic
patterns, communicative behavior

Project goals

This study aims at looking into various formats of modern Russian-language
communication to discover sociocultural patterns and models of the discourse be-
havior that characterize values and norms of the contemporary Russian public life.
Specific public discourse genres are singled out and analyzed with a special emphasis
on the public discourse represented in the modern electronic modes. This analysis
should allow to better understand ideas and beliefs prevailing in the Russian public
opinion, to trace its changes and emerging linguistic patterns.

The project is a part of a broader comparative cross-cultural study of sociocul-
tural foundations of discourse interpretation. I see discourse interpretation as one
important instrument of analysis to discover values and norms prevailing in a given
sociocultural group, which, in its turn, is essential for understanding and predicting
any sound and sensible public behavior, including communication. This connection
between discourse analysis revealing changes in cultural patterns that underlie pub-
lic discourse, and well-grounded predictions of the changes in public discourse itself
makes this project relevant for multidisciplinary studies of modern Russian-language
communication.

Context

Alllinguistic models admit that language functions both as an informational and
an interactional system. At the same time an overwhelming majority of mainstream
linguistic models occupy themselves with various mechanisms of information pro-
cessing and consider the interactive component as some sort of additional topping
on the informational substance of a message. However, if we admit that communica-
tion is a goal-driven activity, then study of the ways we reach our goal in communi-
cation, of the ability of natural language speakers to communicate more than what
is explicitly stated and be successful in their communication by maintaining inter-
personal harmony and complying with sociocultural norms, lies in the heart of any
comprehensive linguistic model.

As knowledge-based interaction communication can only be successful when
the participants share culturally determined communicative competence acquired
in the processes of primary socialization. Thus, cognitive schemas of sociocultural
knowledge and competences are central to any studies of the so-called ‘national
communication styles’. Though the very term of a ‘national communication style’
is quite misleading and sometimes even considered obsolete, it is possible to avoid

100



Modern Russian public discourse

the kind of false generalizations it implies by introducing a concept of specific
communication contexts, or discourse genres. If discourse events are units (not nec-
essarily elementary ones), to be used to describe communication process, then dis-
course genres will be relevant types of discourse events that will allow to discrimi-
nate between the communication contexts. Then generalizations of various kinds,
including that of national communication styles, can be made in terms of specific
discourse genres (DG) and allow comparisons between both various DGs within
one languaculture (Agar 1994) and similar DGs in different cultures. Further-
more it allows to arrive at a classification and to relate DGs to the existing genres
of modern Russian public communication (cf. with oral speech genres in Russian
National Corpus www.russcorpora.ru ). Discourse communities (Swales 1990),
(Scollon and Scollon 2001) have their specific clusters of DGs and thus can be de-
termined by the latter.

Hypothesis

Communication patterns that may emerge as different DGs are organized along
interactional and information-handling dimensions. Both dimensions are regulated
by means of special type of rules, namely pragmatic principles, which determine
choice of linguistic form not on the basis of grammar or world-knowledge, but based
on the fact that language in its communicative function is a form of sensible and goal-
driven activity.

Information-handling dimension embraces various strategies ranging in scope
from a clause to larger discourse units level. It deals with fore- and background-
ing and cognitive accessibility of information reflected in the information structure
of a clause/sentence, and content organization beyond the sentence boundaries. One
way to understand which ideas are highly topical for and prevalent in the Russian
society is to study information-handling public discourse strategies.

Interactional dimension deals with ‘politeness phenomena’ (Brown and Levin-
son 1987) which involve presentation of self, distribution of talk, and Face Threaten-
ing Acts with numerous politeness strategies to mitigate them.

I assume that there is an underlying principle of Pragmatic Control that is re-
sponsible for various aspects of interaction between participants in discourse; for both
linguistic politeness and its conscious and accepted absence. Pragmatic Control (PC)
is a degree of the Speaker’s assessment of her/his right to certain communicative
behavior towards the Addressee. This right motivates the Speaker’s decision to use
politeness strategies and to choose among them. Politeness is but an instance of Prag-
matic Control principle. Incidentally, the politeness strategies hierarchy is based
on speakers’ assessment of the degree of pragmatic control they possess in a current
discourse event with a given addressee. In certain cases even highly face-threatening
acts are performed without any mitigation. The way pragmatic control is expressed
in various public discourse events and shared between various discourse participants
sheds light on distribution of power and potential changes in contemporary Russians’
worldview.
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Research objectives

1. To analyze public discourse in terms of its content, message and targeted areas.

2. To arrive at a typology of public discourse genres based on the message, area
and participants.

3. To analyze Russian public discourse from the interactional point of view: par-
ticipants, way and degree of interaction, linguistic mechanisms of interaction.

4. To analyze Russian public discourse in electronic media as one highly interac-
tional channel of communication and elicit changes in interactional strategies.

Research data and primary results

The crucial data for this project can be found in various instances of public
electronic discourse — a new (at least for Russia), dynamic and highly interactive
discourse genre. It is well represented in various blogs of Russian public figures, of-
ficials (see for example http://gosblogi.ru/opml.xml) and especially that of the cham-
pion of the public internet discourse — President Medvedev (http://blog.kremlin.
ru, http://community.livejournal.com/blog_medvedev). These blogs demonstrate
changes in different strategies pertaining to public discourse. The information-han-
dling side of the electronic public discourse is well represented in the personal live-
journals of the high officials (primary data is taken from the livejournals of governors,
mayors, and vice-mayors) and is mostly related to a funny mix of formal and informal
registers, where the formal register is abundant with the typical bureaucratic expres-
sions and constructions. The informal register is characterized by use of interactional
discourse markers addressed to the audience, borrowings from the oral speech and
specific internet jargon, which is an absolute innovation in the public figures’ written
discourse. It is worth noting that the degree of informality is never close to that of the
private persons in their blogs or livejournals. One nice difference is that the officials
promote spelling and punctuation rules.

1. ()

Mmuozue, abcontomHo cnpagediugo, 803MyULAOMCS COCMOSAHUEM MPOMYAapos.
IIposedeHHble 8 Oekabpe KOHKYDCbL 8 pailioHax onpedenunu noopsdHble
op2aHuU3ayuUU no codepucaHuro mpomyapoe 8 2011 z200y. Yewl, MHOz2Uue

U3 HUX He umernm onslma Da60mbl 8 20D06CKOM Xxo3ssiicmae.

C yuemom npednoxceHutl patioHHblx admuHucmpayuil, Jenymamoe I'opodckoii
Aymout, TUBA/T u uumameneil 62102a, Obln_chopmMUupo8AH nepeueHb 00BeKmos

naowadsbo ceblite 1-20 MUAAUOHA K8AOpAMHbLX Mempos. Bcem 6Goavuioe
cnacubo!
B Odexabpe, o3Hakomuswucs, ¢ onybaukosarnHuim Brodxcemom PP, 8blCHUNOCY,

! Underlined are official, specifically bureaucratic style constructions and expression, while
informal, oral speech pieces are in bold.
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ymo cymma 1 033 mau pybaeil coxpaHunacs, Ho b6bLia nodeneHa HA 2 wacmu.
344 man. pybnreii Ha pemonm 0opoz, 689 MaH. pybaell HA pemMOHM 080POBLLX
meppumopuii. Bom u npuxodumcsa 2/3 cnucka evlpe3ams. HckpeHHe yHcab.
HecomHenno, pemonmuposams 080pbl HA00, HO 3d cuem 00PONCHOZ0 PEMOHMA,
Ha Moli 83210, He pA3yMHO.

http://lipovich.livejournal.com/

1.(2).
Becv npowedwutl mecsy 6bln HeakmueeH 6 uHeme. /[ymMan, «onaxueas»
cmoauuy, GopMupys npozpammy pa3eumuisi IKOHOMUKU pPe2UOHd Ha bauxcaiiiue

2011 u 2012 200bt. HyscHo npugnieusb 3Hauume ibHble UHBECIMULUOHHbLE PECYDCbL,
umobsbl obecneuums cepbe3nblil pocm 6r00xcemublx nocmynaenutl. /JocmamouHo

HANpAYceHHblll, HO NPOOYKMUBHbLI MeCAY, NOKA 2080pUMb 0 HAMepeHUX He VDY,
ysudume nosice.

C Hogbtm T'odom! JIymaro, umo y ecex moux hpeH008 u uumame.etl 8ce Xopouio

u npazdHuUKU npowsu eecesio. A je NPOCMO cnaj, YUmMasn u mMoa4adsu, 3a 200

Hazosopucs : )))

TpaduyuoHHo 8 KOHUe 200d BbICNYNAX ¢ omuemoM neped 06UeCMBEHHOCTbIO:

umo c0eslaHo, UMo He NOLYUUIIOCh U NOYeMY, NJIAHbL 8 HACHynarouiem 2ody.
http://alexandr-jilkin.livejournal.com/

Both Medvedev’s blogs are moderated for obscenities and off-topic content only.
The Medvedev’s livejournal blog in particular allows posts and free discussion (com-
ments and new posts within a thread, starting a new thread, etc). One should yet see
what the political and social implications of this, so unusual for Russian politics, en-
terprise will be. One may only hope that the desired outcomes of openness, transpar-
ency of decision-making, so much expected shift to the e-government, will be visible
and will give tangible results. Along with this there are certain linguistic phenomena
related to politeness and pragmatic control. Analyzing the data from the Dmitry Med-
vedev’s bog at http://blog.kremlin.ru I am looking primarily at modes of address and
degrees of informality.

In Russia, with its highly hierarchical, high-distance-power culture, vertical
communication in public discourse (especially when addressing high officials) is ex-
tremely deferential and formal. On the other hand, normally electronic discourse
in blogs is an example of the exactly opposite interactive behavior. It is probably
no surprise that the President Medvedev’s blogs give evidence of something in-be-
tween. And not in a mixed way — like working out rules for some ‘intermediate level’
of politeness — but in a split way. The examples of different posts from the krem-
lin.ru blog illustrating these tendencies are shown below. Some posts are quite def-
erential, with traditional greeting and leaving formulae — (I'ny6oko)ysaxcaemsiil
Jmumpuil Aumonveguu! , Cnacubo 3a eHumanue, K0y omeema (approx. 30 %), while
others are following the rules of a typical electronic discourse leaving out greetings
and goodbyes, using conversational language and even slangish expressions — see
(1), (3). Of course when the author of a comment addresses not the President, but
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some other participant on the blog (they mark it by putting the nick of the Addressee
at the beginning of their own comment) the style may be considered even more infor-
mal — see (4).

2. (D).

Henetigoda eszeHuil, Kpacnosapckuii kpaii 1 dexabpsa 2009 20:27

30pae OoMum aHam. 8 Muauyuu becnpedes. Xomsam cajcarm, xomsm camu
cmpensiiom. A npokypamypa mpebyem ¢ Hux nokazameseil. a cyObl? npocmo
ymopa. clenarwm no 3dKOHY , MAK NPOKypop ocnapusdem u cebe 2aJ0OuKY.
8ce Noes3aHbl. ad8OKAMO8 HU 80 UMO He CmMaAssm. 8 Jecocubupcke 8006uje
noJsinblil 6ecnpedes. 8ce MeHMbL KoMMepcanmsl. 0axce HauanvHuk TOB/T necom
3aHumaemcs , a cayxwba 6Ge3onac e20 NOKpbvleAem. OCEMPUHOL MOPZYHm.
a npocmbuix 1100 cy0. 8 kpae 8006uie MEOPUMCS HeUMO. XJIONOHUH GU3HECMEH 8CeX
noo ce6s NoOMAN. HAPOO 8 HUUeMe. OHU JHCUPYIOM. MAJblil GU3HeC 3aKPblBAEMCSL.
2J108HOE WMo MOJI00eXCh ye3xcaem, 3HAYUM Nepcnekmuesl Hem. emeuldatimecs
8 npobieMy MAJibLx 20p0008 MUNA HauLe2o. 8ce hedepasibHble OpP2aHbL NPOJANCHBL.
a npokypop mosn000ii cebe kapvbepy Oesaem. cmpsanaem He cyujecmayrouue dead.
HY u npo cebs He 3abbleaem. mem 60Jiee OH 3ACAHHBLI KA3AUOK, He MeCMHbLIL.
Jcueem 8 caysnce6HOU Keapmupe. HA 8bIXOOHblE 8 LeHMp Yye3dcaem. 6pocaemcs
MOAbKO 06WUMU CNI08AMU. 2/IAEHbLIL MEHM 8ecb 6 MopeosJsie. Hey200HbLX
ybupaem. nod cyd. y Hux oOHa npobaema. auuls 6bl nocadums UUHOBHUKA.
a mexcdy coboli pazbepymbvcs uau nodensm . OAs 2aN0UKU. 20p00 Y HAC
HebOobULOT, HO NepcneKMUBHBLIL. Y8bl, 8Ce 8 PYKAX HeNOHSAMHbBLX 1H00ell ¢ MOCK8bL
U KPACHOSPCKA. PA3BUMUS HeM. HYXCHO 8aule 8MeULdmenbCmeo.

2. (2).

Filinova, Mockosckas obiacms 1 dekabps 2009 18:25

I'nybokoysaxcaemwutii /[mumpuii AHamoswveeuu, moavko 6aazodaps
obpaweHuro k Bam auuHO MHe yOdsOCh NONYyUUMb Omeem 0O 2paxcOaHcmee
8 Pd(mHozue 20cyupexncOeHUsl OMNUCLIBAIOMCS, NPU MOM O4eHb Oadice
uszobpemamensho). Tenepdb HO8bLIL Bonpoc onsims K Bam, kak opucmy, no aawjume
npas cadogoodueckux HeKOMMePUeCKUX MO8APUULECTE. ...

2. (3).

Bnad, Pecnybauka Caxa (Ikymus) 4 dexabps 2009 11:48

Yumaio komMenmapuu u 0ymarwo: 0ypak HauaabHUk-zope 0J11 NOOUUHEHHBLX
(pycckas HapoOHas nocaosuya). A 861800 maxoil: dypak noOUUHEHHbLLL, KOMOopbl,
nuimasce u3basumscst om 20psi, UOEM K HAUAILHUKY.

2. @.

IMpusimens, Cankm-Ilemep6ypz 3 dekabps 2009 00:32

Jume Pydakosgy (Kanyxcckas obaacms, 02.12.2009, 13:32):

Juma, Hy 0 KaKux HA0208bLX Jbzomax evl 2osopume! He 6ydym oHu amozo
desiams. Haobopom, kak MHe cka3asu HAI0208ble UHCNeKmopa (kcmamu, 8 cyoe
no nogody 83bLCKAHUS HAJL0208), celiuac 0aHd YCMAaHO8KAd MSHYMb NO NOJHOL

104



Modern Russian public discourse

He MOJIbKO ¢ 6U3Heca, HO 0adice ¢ 00bIUHBLX 2DANCIAH.
ITomomy umo ¢edepannt celiuac obecneuusarom coyobszamenbcmea cyb6sekmos
P®, xomopble opmManbHO HAX00AMCS 8 8e0eHUl IMUX CAMbLX Cyb6BeKmos,
a Ha npakmuke — yyce 0aeHo durancupyomes Mockeoti. B ycaosusx kpusuca
Hazpyska e amoil uacmu Ha ®. Brodicem 8cé 6oavuwe. Bom u cobuparom ¢ mupa
no Humke. A 8bl 2080puUMme 0 HAJL0208bLX Jbzomax. Ecau nado -oHu nocnedwnee
¢ busHeca U ¢ HAC cHUMYmM, AuwWb O6bl nomom 3mu 6abku 8 pamkax coyuanKu
yacmuyHo packudams, umobbl HApoO Ha 6appukadsl He noules, d UACMUUHO
oceoums. Hado nonumams, y pebam e Mockee Jymanka pabomaem no-
cosemcku: 8 00HOM Mecme 8351Mb, 8 Opy20e Mecmo omdams, d eciu 8 AMoM Mecme
pasgopyrom — Hy u X... ¢ Hum. I’nagnoe — cozdamsb 8uOUMOCMb, YMO OHU HAC
noddepacusaronm. 3mo umobvL Mbl He 3aMeUdiu, Umo 6cé pa3eaiusdaemcs.
http://blog.kremlin.ru/post/50?page=2

Even these few examples demonstrate how split is Russian society both in terms
of public issues and linguistic behavior. To work out parameters and find models that
will allow to describe various vectors of potential changes in the ways relevant public
issues are raised and discussed are among the main goals of this study. Still, as this
project has been taken up as a longitudinal study, a year later the data from the presi-
dential blog (again, [ am looking only at the comments to the Medvedev’s posts) shows
more serious level of discussion.

About 50% of 121 comments to the post of January 17, 2011 on corruption
(http://blog.kremlin.ru/post/136?) don’t address Medvedev. They are addressed
to the multiple Addressee — the community. Sometimes it is done explicitly (ZobpuLii
seuep scem!). Another half addresses President himself. Just a few of these greetings
(3) use a highly deferential form (I'ny6oxoysancaemwiii imumpuii Anamonaveguu!),
others are mostly low Power, neutral Distance greetings (YBakaembiii Jmumpuil
Anamonvesuu!, imumpuii AHamonveguu,). A few others will be low Power, wide Dis-
tance greetings (I'ocnodux Ipe3udenm!).

Leaving formulae are skipped, which is typical of electronic discourse. Emotion-
ality is much higher than accepted in the traditional public discourse, but evidently
more in compliance with acceptable ways of expressing anger, frustration and irony
than a year ago. There is significantly less direct complaints, which brings discussion
to a more professional level. Specific cases of corruption are brought in with names
and places, but more as examples and arguments to the case.

To sum it up, there is evidence for special markers of a specific discourse genre
being developed in front of our eyes. This, in its turn, allows to single out parameters
that may be used to define and describe a given discourse genre — public electronic
discourse: modes of address, presence or absence of leaving formulae, presence or ab-
sence of persuasive type of discourse, level of formality, interactional markers in ad-
dressing the community, the ‘normality’ of discourse, and adherence to the spelling
and punctuation rules.
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