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Self-praise and Positive Self-assessment in Chekhov’s Plays

Abstract: This paper applies Speech Act Theory towards an investigation of the use and
role of self-praise/positive self-assessment in the texts of three Chekhov’s plays: The Seagull,
Three Sisters and The Cherry Orchard. The findings conducted with manual coding of texts
for the speech acts of self-praise/positive self-assessment suggest that Chekhov employed
self-praise for a number of textual and character-building functions. In particular, self-
praise functions as a literary device to identify less likable characters as well as to provide
a chance for more likable characters to stand up for themselves against injustice and
provocation. The self-praise/positive self-assessment comes in mitigated and aggravated
forms. Mitigation is mostly achieved through grammatical or phrasal means, as well as
semantically through self-criticism, whereby the only form of aggravation observed in
the data was other-criticism/other-derogation. Specific forms of a positive self-assessment
likely unique to Chekhov’s plays are ‘linguistic brags, i.e., contextually unjustifiable switches
to French and Latin as well as ‘generational’ positive self-representation in Three Sisters. The
results suggest that investigations of speeh acts in dramas could be productive for literary
theory, as they shed more light on the characters development as well as the genre mastery
of the playwright.
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Introduction and literature review

This paper investigates the use of self-praise/positive self-assessment speech
act in the texts of three Chekhov’s plays: The Seagull, Three Sisters and The
Cherry Orchard. Speech act theory (SAT) initially proposed by Austin and
further developed in works by Searly is based on an assumption that a speaker
pronounces each utterance in order to achieve a specific communicative goal,
whereby each goal is connected to a specific speech act, such as requests,
refusals, compliments, criticisms, etc. [Salam El-Dakhs et al.: 494]. Systems
for analyzing speech acts in conversational settings have been subsequently
developed [e.g., Asher and Lascarides]. Speech act theory is widely employed
in linguistics, particularly in its subdiscipline called Pragmatics that explores
interactions between context and text/speech meaning). Since “literature
consists of language”, SAT has also had an impact on literature studies [Petrey:
3] becoming “a recognized category of current literary theory” [Gorman: 93].

Chekhov’s dramas are an object of inquiry in this paper for multiple
reasons. Chekhov is celebrated around the world as “a master playwright”
[Dominiczak: 703], who keeps affecting contemporary literature and art
[Kataev]. He is known for insightful reflections on human nature, which are
attributed to his medical doctor experiences of a “listener” of real life dramas
[Dominiczak: 703]. His realism bordering on modernism recreates “life as it
is” in a “fictional universe” [Shcherbenok: 297-298]. His language has been
described as being simple, close to conversational, with the use of vernacular
[Wood: 25]. His major plays (three of which are selected for the analysis in this
article) remain in the foreground of literary studies [Whyman]. As outlined
in earlier research, Chekhov’s characters “perceive the world, themselves and
each other inaccurately” [Shcherbenok: 299]. From the viewpoint of speech
acts, perceiving oneself inaccurately can result with either too positive or too
negative self-assessment. In this article, we focus on self-praise or positive
self-assessment/self-representation.
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Self-praise (an act of praising or complimenting oneself, providing a
positive self-assessment/self-representation) is described as a “self-elevating
behavior in interaction” [Wu: 3153]. In this paper, we present self-praise
speech act as a continuum ranging from a positive self-assessment or self-
representation (understood as synonyms) to a boasting spree, i.e., it is the
magnitude (strength) of positive self-representation that counts.

Self-praise remains an understudied speech act, since it is often frowned
upon in many cultures due to its reputation of being disruptive or immodest
[Dayter, 2014; 2018]. Even in cultures where self-praise is an undesirable
behavior in general, such as Chinese [Wu], a speaker can encounter a situation
when he/she/ze needs to promote oneself or project a desirable image of
oneself. For example, a positive self-representation can arise as a reaction to a
verbal attack, an attempt to stand one’s ground, etc. Some specific genres and
situations of language use have been identified where some use of self-praise
is tolerated, expected, or even required, e.g., job interviews, political speeches
or computer-mediated communication [Dayter 2018; Matley]. Due to social
constraints on self-praise, it often comes with some kind of mitigation or
attenuation, such as a disclaimer, a shift of focus, self-denigration, reference to
hard work [Dayter 2014: 91], reporting other people’s words, disclaimer of an
extreme situation, playing a sufferer, i.e., treating the matter as complainable
[Wu: 3153]. Besides mitigation (making the force of the speech act milder),
speech acts can also come with aggravation (making it stronger) [Benoit &
Benoit; De Pablos-Ortega]. However, so far, aggravation in self-praise has
remained outside of the scope of research investigations.

While there is a body of literature on the expression of speech acts in
Russian [e.g., Gabidullina; Diachkova], to the best of our knowledge, there
are no full-fledged studies of self-praise in Russian contexts, probably
due to the fact that Russian culture is overall not very supportive of self-
praise, which is associated with stupidity [Krysin]. Self-praise (moxsanp6a)
is, however, included in the list of Russian speech genres [e.g., Dementev:
41]. The aim of this paper is to fill in the above gap in research by exploring
the use of self-praise/positive self-assessment in three Chekhov’s plays The
Seagull, Three Sisters and The Cherry Orchard. The research questions of the
study are: (1) Do characters in these plays employ self-praise/positive self-
assessment? (2) Which characters may use this speech act, and how does
it contribute to the image of the character? (3) If there are instances of self-
praise, does it come with any attenuation (mitigation) or aggravation?
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Materials and methods

The study is based on a qualitative descriptive examination of the self-
praise/positive self-assessment speech acts. The three selected plays have
very similar total word numbers between 13,000 and 16,000 words each
(Ref. Table 1), therefore, they are well compatible for speech acts research.
The texts of the plays (close to 30,000 words) were manually examined for
instances of self-praise/positive self-representations, the strength of the
speech act, presence/lack of attenuation and aggravation, and the type
of attenuation and aggravation (by grammar-syntactical or discoursal
means). The self-praise acts were tagged as belonging to the following
categories by force: (1) a weak positive self-representation, (2) a medium
strength positive self-representation, (3) a strong positive emphatic self-
representation, (4) a boast of one’s abilities, position, etc., (5) an extended
bragging spree. The tagging was done by the author according to the
length of the act in words, the vocabulary (emphatic/non-emphatic) and
the semantics of the act. Possible mitigation and aggravation types were
identified based on earlier studies [Benoit & Benoit; Dayton 2014, 2018;
De Pablos-Ortega; Wu].

It should be noted as a limitation of the study that speech act and its
strength identification are subjective, as they are based on the author’s
reading of the text. Perhaps, in future, more experimental techniques with
other human readers assessing the strength of speech acts could help to
add more objectivity to the results. Automated analysis was impossible,
because it usually relies on queries for lexical markers [Dayton 2018], and
up-to-date, to the best of our knowledge, there is no list of collocation
markers for self-praise in Russian. The analysis method is Functional
Communicative Grammar (FCG), since it accounts for semantic and
communicative aspects of texts as well as text structure and functioning,
and one of Chekhov’s short story texts has already been analyzed using
this approach [Kolyaseva: 642]. The analysis data were tabulated, and are
presented in the Results section in an aggregated form as well as in text
illustrations.
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Results

The answer to research question 1 (Do characters in the examined
Chekhov’s plays employ self-praise/positive self-assessment?) is a definitive
‘yes, as summarized in Table 1. Unexpectedly, the highest number of instances
of self-praise comes from “Three Sisters’ (where there are no super-achievers
or vain artists amongst the characters), and the lowest — from ‘The Seagull’
which examines literary and theatrical lives and features two literary authors
and two actresses among its characters.

The answers to research questions 2 and 3 are presented in the descriptions
of the self-praise acts in the characters’ lines in each of the three plays.

Table 1 — The total number of self-praise counts
for the three analyzed Chekhov’s plays
Ta6nmuma 1 — O61ee KOMM4eCcTBO CaMOBOCXBaIEHMIT

B Tpe€X NPOAHATN3MPOBAHHBIX ITbECAX YexoBa

Play N words N self-praise acts
The Seagull 13763 11
The Cherry Orchard 13157 17
Three Sisters 16439 34
total 29596 62
The Seagull

The results of the distribution of self-praise and self-praise mitigation by
character are summarized in Table 2. As the Table 2 shows, the major producer
of self-praise in the drama is Irina Arkadina, an aging actress (6/11 instances
of self-praise). Her self-praise has no specific context, reason or function,
except for self-indulgence. Arkadinas self-praise is strong (evaluated as 3.8/5
on the average). In particular, she engages in one full notorious bragging
spree that makes her sound grotesque (Example 1):
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Example 1

«3aTeM, s KOppeKTHa, KaK aHIIMYaHyH. 5], Muasi, fepxy cebst B CTpyHe, Kak
TOBOPUTCS, M BCerfa ofeta u mpudecana comme il faut. Yro6s!1 s mossBommta
cefe BBINITY U3 JIOMY, XOTs OBl BOT B cafi, B O1yse mwiy HempudecanHoi? Hu-
korga. OTTOTO 51 M COXPaHWIACh, YTO HUKOTA He Obl1a dedénoit, He pacmycka-
na cebs1, Kak HekoTopsle... (ITogboveHsich, MpoxaXxnBaeTcs 1o womake.) Bor
BaM — KakK I[bIIIOYKa. XOTb ILTHAJLATIIETHIOW JeBOUKy urparb» [Chekhov:
172-174].

It should be noted that Arkadina’s bragging monologue includes a code-
switch to French (comme il faut) as a part of the above brag, which may
reflect her ambition of being seen as an educated lady of high society, but the
French expression makes the whole boasting spree even more ridiculous, as
the use of French was considered unpatriotic by Russian intelligentsia since
mid-nineteenth century [Offord, et al., 2018].

There are two major objects of her self-praise. The first one is related to
her looks: appearing youthful, holding it together, being well dressed and
always styling her hair, not letting herself go. The second object of her self-
praise is related to her artistic work and talent: working, feeling, being in the
middle of things, having an exciting occupation, being well received, having
an ovation, receiving flowers and presents from fans. Her vain-glory could be
a reflection of one of the things Chekhov hated about the theatre and actors
[Goriacheva].

Arkadina’s self-praise is mildly mitigated only in three (out of 6)
instances, when she uses impersonal sentences to report fans’ admiration
of her acting: «Kax mens B XapbkoBe NIpUHMMay, 6ATIOMKN MOY, §O CUX
nop ronosa Kpyxurcs» [Chekhov: 228]. In one self-praise act, she starts
with a slightly mitigated grammatically impersonal self-praise in a relatively
formal style Russian, where the grammatical subject is not Arkadina herself,
but her exquisite outfit: «<Ha MHe OBUI YAMBUTENbHBIN TyaseT...», but she
immediately continues with a direct in-your-face boast in the first person
singular that sounds colloquial, almost vernacular: «4to-4To, a y>x ogerbca
g He gypa» [Chekhov: 228].

One striking feature of Arkadina’s self-praise is that her own perfections
are juxtaposed (in 3 cases) against her critique or denigration of other
people, e.g., «...s paboTalo, 51 IYYBCTBYIO, 51 IOCTOSHHO B CyeTe, a BbI CUUTE
BCE Ha OJTHOM MecTe, He xuBeTe...» [Chekhov: 172]. Instances of self-praise
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combined with criticism or denigration of others have been subsequently
observed in the lines of other characters and entered in Table 2.

As Arkadina’s son Treplev says about her in the play, she craves other
people’s praise as self-validation: «Hy>xHO XBanuTh TONBKO ee OfHY, HYX-
HO INCaTb O Hell, KPU4aTh, BOCTOPTaThCsl €e HEOOBIKHOBEHHOKI UTPOil»
[Chekhov: 150]. If the daily praise is not coming in satisfying amounts, she
praises herself, or she shamelessly solicits praise from others, for example, by
asking who looks more youthful — she (at the age of over 40) or a 22-year
old Masha.

Two self-praise acts are found in the lines of Evgeny Dorn, a medical
doctor. He provides a positive self-representation of himself as a good doctor
and an honest man (Example 2), which comes contextually as a response to a
verbal provocation by Polina who accuses him of being a lady’s man.

Example 2
«B OTHOIIEHNAX XEHIIMH KO MHe ObI/IO MHOTO Xopolero. Bo MHe mo6umm
IJIaBHBIM 00pa3oM IIpeBOCXOiHOro Bpaua. Jler 10-15 Hasaj, BbI IIOMHUTE, BO
BCel I'y6epHI/H/[ 4 GBI eAVHCTBEHHBIM TIOPAOYHBIM aKYIIEpPOM. 3aTeM BCerfa s
6b11 yecTHBIM YestoBeKkoM» [Chekhov: 156].

The self-praise strength in Example 2 is classified as “3” (strong positive
emphatic self-representation). It starts as mitigated (reporting other people’s
opinions, impersonal), and then progresses to an unmitigated positive self-
representation (in first person singular). Another positive self-representation
(strength: 2) occurs in Dorn’s advice to Treplev to carry on writing. The
purpose of this positive self-representation is to emphasize the value of advice
as coming from a life’s ‘expert’: «Bbl 3HaeTe, s IPOXKWJI CBOIO )KM3Hb Pa3HOO-
6pasHoO 1 CO BKYCOM, 51 JoBOJIeH...» The self-praise is mitigated phrasally by
‘you know’ (Ber 3Haete) [Chekhov: 170].

Treplev, a young author who is torn by self-doubt (as well as by
unreciprocated love) produces just one utterance of a positive self-assessment
(strength=3) which contextually comes as a response to his mother’s scolding
him for having no talent and being envious of an established writer (as
well as her boyfriend) Trigorin (Example 3). There is a very slight phrasal
attenuation “komm Ha To moupto” (if it comes to this). The positive self-
evaluation is followed by a strong emotive critique (denigration) of others
(Ref Example 3).
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Example 3
«Tpennes (mponmyeckn). Hacrosamme Tananto! f ramanTimsee Bac Bcex,
KOMM Ha To momuto! Bel, pyTuMHEpHI, 3aXBaTM/IM TIEPBEHCTBO B MCKYCCTBE U
CuNTaeTe 3aKOHHBIM ¥ HaCTOAIIMM JIMLIb TO, YTO Jle/laeTe BBl CaMM, a OCTaslb-
Hoe BbI rHeteTe 1 AymuTe! He nmpusHato 51 Bac! He npusHato Hu Te6s1, Hu erol»
[Chekhov: 202].

Nina Zarechnaya, a young promising actress, only utters one positive
statement about herself. Notably, it only happens in the end of the play after
she has developed confidence in herself as an actress: «fI y>xe HacTosmas
aKTPMUCa, S UTPAI0 ¢ HACIaXK/ICHUEM, C BOCTOPIOM, IIbsIHEIO Ha CIIeHe U YYB-
cTByI0 cebs mpekpachoit» [Chekhov: 238]. This relatively strong positive
self-representation (3) comes unjustified communicatively, as a need for self-
expression, and is not attenuated.

Masha, a secondary (supporting) character is hopelessly in love with
Treplev, but as her feelings are not reciprocated, she decides to marry
someone else, and she calls herself “brave” in recognition of the willpower
required to take this decision: «A Bce >xe 1 xpabpas. Bor B3sia u peumn-
7la: BBIPBY 9Ty /MI000Bb 13 CBOEro ceppla, ¢ KopHeM BbIpBY» [Chekhov:
192]. This positive self-representation is of medium strength (2) and comes
without attenuation.

It appears to be worth noting that only five out of a total of thirteen
characters in the play are provided by Chekhov with an opportunity to
say something positive about themselves. Some major characters do not
engage in self-praise even if they could be considered ‘eligible’ to some self-
admiration. It is somewhat surprising that Trigorin, who is portrayed as a
relatively famous writer, has a low opinion of himself, and does not produce
a single positive self-assessment utterance. Quite the opposite, he is full of
self-loathing.
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Table 2 — A summary of self-praise/positive self-assessment speech acts
in “The Seagull’ (by character)
Ta6nuia 2 — KommyecTBo U THIIBI pe4eBbIX aKTOB CAMOBOCXBAIEHIISI/ TIOTIOXKUTENb-

HOIT caMooneHKH B «Yaiike» (110 mepcoHaxam)

Characters | self-praise act | Strength | Mitigation | Mitigation type | Aggravation
(other-
criticism)

Arkadina | Al 3| no N/A yes

A2 5|no N/A yes
A3 3 |no N/A yes
A4 4| yes reporting no
A5 4 |yes reporting no
A6 4| yes impersonal no
Dorn D1 3 |yes reporting no
D2 2| yes phrasal no
Treplev T1 3| yes phrasal yes
Zarechnaya |N1 3| no N/A no

Note: Characters whose lines have no self-praise speech acts are excluded from this

and subsequent tables.

The Cherry Orchard
The second of the three plays by the number of self-praise/positive self-

assessment acts is “The Cherry Orchad’ (Ref. Table 3 for the distribution of
self-praise acts and their mitigation by characters).
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Table 3 — A summary of self-praise/positive self-assessment speech acts
in The Cherry Orchard (by character)
Ta6nuua 3 — KommyecTBO M THIIBI pe4eBbIX AKTOB CAMOBOCXBaIeH s/

TOTI0KUTENHHOI CAaMOOLIeHKN B «BuirHeBoM camy» (1o mepcoHakam)

Charac- | self-praise | Strength | Mitigation |Mitigation type other
ters act criti-
cism
humble origins, phrasal,
Lopakhin L1 2 yes self-derogation no
humble origin, self-

L2 3 yes derogation no

L3 4 yes irony no

L4 3 yes humble origins no

L5 2 yes phrasal yes

Trofimov T1 4 no N/A yes

T2 3 yes Lst person plural «my» no

T3 2 no N/A no

T4 2 no N/A yes

T5 4 no N/A yes

Dunyasha D1 3 no N/A no

D2 2 no N/A no

D3 1 no N/A no

Anya Al 1 no N/A no

Gaev Gl 1 yes phrasal and impersoanl no

yasha J1 3 no N/A no

Pishchik P1 2 yes self-derogation yes

It is interesting to note that two of the representatives of the ‘new’
generation and a new direction in Russian society (an entrepreneur Lopakhin
and an eternal student Trofimov) are sharing equal numbers of self-praise
in the text (5 each), and the strength of their self-praise is similar (average
of 2.8 for Lopakhin and 3.0 for Trofimov). Lopakhin’s praise is mitigated
by references to his humble origins and self-derogation (Ref. Example 4).
He also employs the phrasal type of mitigation. His self-praise is focused
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on his dandy outfit, the fact that he is rich and can pay for anything, his
profit making skills, his triumph of becoming the owner of the cherry
orchard estate, his hard work, and an understanding of his purpose in life.
He symbolically contrasts his work with the critique of individuals who have
no purpose in life (Example 5).

Example 4
«Orery MOi%, TpaBHa, MY>XUK GBI, a 51 BOT B 6€/1071 XMIeTKe, SKe/MTHIX 6alMa-
kax. Co CBMHBIM PBUIOM B Ka/IaIIHBI ps. TObKO YTO BOT 6OraThlit, AeHeT MHO-
T0, a eXe/H MOfyMaTh ¥ Pa3obpaTbCs, TO MY>XUK MY>XIKOM...» [Chekhov: 460].

Example 5
«Korpa s1 paboTaio mofonry, 6e3 ycTaiy, TOrga MBICIH TIOTerde, ¥ KaKeTcs,
6ynTO MHE TOXKe M3BECTHO, /IS 4ero s CYLIeCTBYI0. A CKOIBKO, Opat, B Poccun
JIIOZIel, KOTOpbIE CYLIeCTBYIOT Hen3BeCTHO fiisi 4ero» [Chekhov: 540].

His positive self-representations attenuated by self-criticisms and
references to his slave origins are reflections of the complexity of this
character, a destroyer of the past (cherry orchard), and a creator of the ‘new
order’ Lopakhin has been seen as a “bridge from the past to the future, from
Christianity to a superman,” [Komarov: 107] and at the same time, he is a
hamletian figure, with a strong connection to the past (his admiration of
Ranevskaya and the cherry orchard).

By contrast, the rebellious eternal student Trofimov does not mitigate
his self-praise. He also refers to himself a few times as “we” (which can
be interpreted as a megalomaniac self-representation of himself as a
spokesperson for the whole generation) (Example 6).

Example 6
«Ona [Bapsi] cBoeil y3Koit TO/IOBOJ He MOXET IOHSATD, YTO MBI BbILIE TI00-
B1. O6OJTY TO Me/KOe ¥ IPU3PAYHOE, YTO MellIaeT OBITh CBOOOHBIM ¥ CYACT-
JIMBBIM, — BOT 1ie/Ib U CMBICTT Hallleil XX1u3Hu. Briepen! Mbl ueM HeymepXUMO
K ApKOJ1 3Be3fie, KoTopas ropuT Tam Bpanu! Brepen! He orcrasaii, apyspal»
[Chekhov: 508].

While Lopakhin uses other-criticisms only once in a mild form (Exam-
ple 5), Trofimov’s self-praise is combined with other-derogation in three out
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of five occurrences of self-praise, e.g., his condemnation of Varya in Example
6. Trofimov’s brags pose him as a leader of the new rebellious generation
marching towards an unidentified idealistic goal (likely a social revolution
which could not be named due to censorship restrictions). His self-praise acts
come in the form of a ‘generation/social group’ positive self-representations.
He also attempts positive projections of himself as being above love, above
the vulgar and mandane (mournocts), being a sufferer for the cause and a
harbinger of a mysterious happy future. This active self-promotion of the
‘new’ generation is likely Chekhov’s attempt to show the social change and
the fall of the old order after the abolition of serfdom in Russia. On the other
hand, Trofimov lives in a bath house (an abode of evil, according to Russian
folklore) [Komarov:112], has a rather unattractive appearance and is called
‘oblezlyj barin’ (a shabby lord) by common people. Thus Chekhov makes
Trofimov’s pretence for being a ‘hero of our time’ somewhat pathetic, and
uses self-praise acts (among other tools) to achieve this goal.

Dunyasha (a maid) makes three positive self-representations in which
she describes herself as being sensitive, delicate, and incapable of simple life,
almost like a noble lady (Example 7). Her self-praise comes unmitigated, and
with no criticism of others.

Example 7
«MeHs ellje IeBOYKOI B35/IM K TOCHOJAAM, 51 Tellepb OTBBIK/IA OT IPOCTOI
XXM3HI, U BOT PyKu Oefble-6eible, Kak y 6appiiran. HexxHast crasa, Takas gemm-

KarHas1, GrmaropopHast, Bcero 60tck...» [Chekhov: 492].

Positive self-representations in the lines of other characters seem to
highlight some nuances of their personas. Anya is portrayed in the beginning
of the play as being almost a child, and to emphasize this perception, she
utters only one little childish (unmitigated) brag about flying in a hot air
balloon in Paris [Chekhov: 466]. Gaev (Ranevskaya’s brother) only manages
one weak mitigated positive self-representation in which he portrays himself
as a sufferer for his convictions and being admired by peasants, all pointing
out that he is not a bad person [Chekhov: 486]. The servant Yasha (a self-
conceited unpleasant character) boasts about taking a courier train and going
to Paris (unmitigated, aggravated by a criticism of Dunyasha) [Chekhov:
542]. A bankrupt landlord Pishchik who borrows money from everyone
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around can say at least one positive thing about himself (although mitigated
by self-derogation) — that he is proud of his good health [Chekhov: 512].

Three Sisters

“Three Sisters’ have the highest number of self-praise/positive self-
assessment acts among the three plays (Ref. Table 4 for self-praise speech
acts by character).

Table 4 — A summary of self-praise/positive self-assessment speech acts
in Three Sisters (by character)
Ta6muua 4 — KomudecTBo U THIIBI pedeBbIX AKTOB CAMOBOCXBaIeHUS / TIOTIOXKM-

TeNbHOI caMooneHKN B «Tpex cecTpax» (110 mepcoHa>kam)

Charac- | self- | Strength | Mitigation Mitigation type other
ters praise criticism
act
Kulygin K1 2 no N/A no
K2 2 no N/A no
K3 1 no N/A no
K4 1 no N/A no
K5 1 no N/A no
K6 3 no N/A no
K7 1 no N/A no
K8 2 no N/A no
Prozorov Pl 2 yes sufferer no
P2 1 yes attribution to other yes
P3 3 yes self-derogation yes
P4 3 yes reference to the past yes
P5 3 yes self-derogation no
Natalia N1 3 mitigation/ no
aggravation
N2 2 no N/A yes
N3 3 no N/A yes
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N4 1 no N/A yes

N5 3 no N/A no

Irina N1 2 no N/A no

N2 2 yes reference to God no

N3 3 yes reference to God no

Soliony N1 1 yes an example no

N2 3 yes self-criticism yes

N3 2 yes reporting no

Vershinin = N1 2 no N/A no

N2 3 yes self-criticism no

Tuzen- N1 3 no N/A no
bach

N2 2 yes phrasal no

Anfisa N1 1 yes self-criticism no

N2 4 yes fate reference no

Olga N1 1 yes self-criticism no

N2 3 yes reference to being forgotten no

Masha N1 3 yes sufferer yes

Chebuty- N1 2 yes self-irony no
kin

The most ‘boastful’ character is Kulygin (8/34 self-praise acts), a school-
teacher, married to Masha (the middle one of the three sisters). His boasts
are weak (1.6 average strength) and are not mitigated (See Table 4). The
high number of self-praise acts in Kulygin’s lines is surprising at first
glance, because there is not much for Kulygin to boast about. His means
are moderate, and his wife is in love with another character (Vershinin).
One possible interpretation of this paradox is that Kulygin’s positive self-
representations may be addressed to himself more than to others. The
purpose of his self-praise is to convince himself that his wife loves him by
uttering repetitive chants: «Mamra MeHs mo6ut. Mos >KeHa MeHs TIOOUT»
[Chekhov: 358], and that he is content with his life: « moBosnen, s noBoex,
s1 goBonier» [Chekhov: 414]. Some of Kulygin’s positive self-representations
come in response to potential social threats (such as seeing officers around
the house): «fI memaror, u 3fech B foMe CBOJI 4YenoBeK, MalMH MYX...»
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[Chekhov: 360] He also tried to improve Masha’s perception of him in
response to her verbal challenge (Example 8). His self-representations
project a picture of a respectable occupation (a school teacher, later an
inspector), a hard working, honest and simple person, who is content with
his life. What is there not to like? And yet his wife does not like him at all.
To explain to the audience why Kulygin is not a lovable character, Chekhov,
first, gives him an unpleasant sounding last name which is derived from
‘Kynpira’ (a salesman), and second, makes him recite Latin phrases and
even insert grammar comments: «PaccunTHIBaN IPOBECTN Bedep B IPH-
ATHOM ob1ecTBe 1 — 0, fallacem hominum spem!.. BunutenbHbIt magex
npu Bockmmuanun...» [Chekhov: 398]. His wife Masha mocks his obsession
with Latin by conjugating a verb “to love” in Latin. In other words, multiple
Latin platitudes make Kulygin annoying, and he loses ground as compared
to more interesting and handsome men in the play.

Example 8
«MBsI ¢ T060i1 He 6enHBL S paboTalo, X0Xy B IMMHA3MI0, IOTOM YPOKH JAIO0...
S gectnbiii yenosek. ITpocToii.. Omnia mea mecum porto, KaK TOBOPUTCH»
[Chekhov: 414].

The runners-up in self-praise are two more not-so-likable characters
of the play — Andrey Prozorov and his fiancé and subsequently wife
Natalia, with five self-praise acts each. Andrey’s self-praise acts appear
slightly stronger in force than Kulygin’s (2.4 on the average). Prozorov
provides positive self-representations related to his reading and thinking
at night, an intent to translate a book from English, his knowledge of
French, German and English, his ambitions to become a famous scholar
(Example 9) as well as being proud of his civil service [Chekhov: 422]
(which goes contrary to his earlier statement in Example 9). Andrey’s
self-praise is rather indirect, mitigated as a ‘sufferer’ (in two cases), with
an attribution to his father (one case), a self-derogation (in three cases),
a reference to a ‘dream’, and a reference to the past and a generational
self/other criticism (Example 10). It should be noted that three out of
five self-praise speech acts uttered by Andrey contain aggravations, i.e.,
criticism/derogation of others.
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Example 9
«MHe OBITH YICHOM 3[jeLIHel 3eMCKOJT YIIpaBbl, MHe, KOTOPOMY CHUTCS Ka-
XAYI0 HOYb, 4TO 5 IPOdeccop MOCKOBCKOTO YHIBEPCUTETA, 3HAMEHNUTHII yde-
HBII1, KOTOPBIM ropauTcs pycckas semisal» [Chekhov: 370]

Example 10
«O, rzie OHO, Ky/a YIIUIO MOe IIPOLLIOe, KOTAa 51 OB MOJIOf, BECeI, YMeH, KOT-
fia 51 MedTal ¥ MBICTIMI U3SIIHO, KOTa HacToslee 1 Oyayliee Moe 03apsnch
Hagexpoit? OT4yero Mbl, efiBa Ha4aBIIY >KUTb, CTAHOBUMCS CKYYHBI, CEPBI, HEVH-
TepeCHBI, IEHUBBI, PAaBHOJYIIHBI, OeCIIONesHbl, HecyacTHBL...» [Chekhov: 444].

The last instance of a positive self-representation by Prozorov comes from
his ‘vision’ of a happy future (mitigated by a self-derogation) (Example 11).
Notably, his vision contains no elements of a ‘commissive, a speech act of a
commitment to future actions, the happy future just ‘happens’ on its own.

Example 11
«Hacrosiiiee IpoOTMBHO, HO 3aTO KOI/A sI AYMAIo O OYAYIIeM, TO KaK XOpo-
mwo! CTaHOBUTCS TaK JIETKO, TaK IPOCTOPHO; U BAAMU 3a0PE3XXNT CBET, 5 BIDKY
cBo0OORY, A BIDKY, KaK g U JleT MOU CTaHOBUMCH CBOOOMIHBI OT IPa3gHOCTI,
OT KBAacy, OT TycsA C KalyCToll, OT CHA IOC/Ie 00efja, OT IMOAJIOT0 TYHeAACTBA...»
[Chekhov: 444].

Natalia, is perhaps the most unlikable of all Chekhov’s characters in the
three plays. Literary analysis works have referred to her as “a demonic witch,
a “conqueror’, and a “devil in the flesh” [Dimitrov: 62, 65], who “occupies”
the Prozorovs house [Baturina: 6]. Her positive self-representations are of
medium strength (2.4 on the average). She uses one specific functional form
of self-praise twice: she praises her children (without any sound reason) and at
the same time praises herself, including references to herself as their mother,
i.e., elevating herself as a woman who gave birth to and is bringing up such
remarkable children (Example 12). In Example 12, “you think this is just the
mother talking’, looks like a mitigation of the praise of the child, but at the same
time, she aggravates the self-praise by referring to herself as the mother of the
wonder-child. There are no other mitigations of self-praise in Natalia’s lines.

Two other brags are implicit: Natalia uses code-switches to her broken
French twice in order to elevate herself and make her look educated
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(Example 13). In Example 13, there is no situational need to use French,
except for a show-off, as any passers-by could potentially hear her yelling
from the window and admire her linguistic prowess.

Example 12
«BbI gymaeTe, BO MHe TOBOPUT TO/IBKO MaTh, HO HET, HET, yBepsio Bac! Ito

HeOoOBIKHOBEeHHBIN pebeHok» [Chekhov: 384].

Example 13
«Kro 3zecp pasropapusaet Tak rpoMko? 1o Tbl, AHapona? Codouky pas-
6ynuib. 11 ne faut pas faire du bruit, la Sophie est dormee deja. Vous etes un
ours» [Chekhov: 444].

Finally, one (and only one) explicit brag by Natalia comes from her
conversation with Olga, when Natalia claims full “domestic” powers and
supreme knowledge on handling the servants, and ousters Olga from the
household matters (Example 14). Example 14 is followed by an aggravating
fit of rage (a demonstration of her new powers) in which she calls the old
servant Anfisa names and demands that she is thrown out of the house.

Example 14
«Tbl B ITUMHA31N, 51 — JOMA, y TebsI yueHbe, y MeHsI — X03sICTBO. VI ecnu 51
TOBOPIO YTO HACYET IPYCIYTH, TO 3HAIO, YTO TOBOPIO; 51 3HAIO, YTO IO-BO-PIO...»
[Chekhov: 404].

Four instances of positive self-representations are found in the lines
of Irina, the youngest of Prozorov sisters. Once, she compliments her
own wonderous thoughts (Example 15). She also tells everyone about
how excited she was taking her school-teacher examination and how she
looks forward to her new life. After she decides to accept a proposal of
Tuzenbach whom she does not love, she feels exhilarated and is eager to
work (Example 16). Two of her positive self-representations are mitigated
by references to God’s will.

Example 15
«VI xaKye dyHBIe MBICTIV BOTHOBa/IM MeHs1, Kakue Mpicim!» [Chekhov 336].
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Example 16
«Bcé B 60>xbeit Borte, 9T0 npaspa. Hukormait JIbBOBIUY Ceman MHe IPeIoxKe-
Hiue... Yto x? [logymana u pemnta. OH XOpOIINII Ye/I0BeK, YAUBUTENILHO JJaKe,
TaKoit Xopomuii... VI y MeHs BAPYT TOYHO KPbUIbA BBIPOCIN Ha [IyIIIe, 51 II0Bece-
JIeIa, CTa/I0 MHe JIETKO U OIATh 3aXOTeN0Ch paborarh, paboTars...» [Chekhov:
432].

The next bragger-in-line is an officer Soliony with three positive self-
representations of moderate strength (2.0 average). Soliony is in love with
Irina and kills her fiancé Tuzenbach in a duel a day before their planned
wedding. Soliony mentions his physical strength, being more noble and
honest than most people and compares himself to the famous Russian poet
Lermontov (Example 17). This comparison is symbolic, since Lermontov
was killed in a duel (unlike Soliony who kills another person in a duel), and
it brings a dark note of apprehension to the play. All Soliony’s instances of
self-praise are mitigated: one offered as an example in an abstract discussion,
another containing self-criticism, and the third (Example 17) includes a
reference to other people’s opinions (‘as they say’).

Example 17
«Ho y mens xapaxrep JlepmorToBa. (Tuxo.) 5 gaxke HEMHOXKKO IIOXOX Ha
JlepMoOHTOBA... Kak ToBOpAT...» [Chekhov, 2010, p. 388].

Baron Tuzenbach, who is in love with Irina (the youngest of the three
Prozorov sisters), produces two self-praise acts (one moderate, one strong).
In one of them (unmitigated), he proclaims having a passion for life, fight
and work [Chekhov: 369]. In the second one (also unmitigated), he tells
Irina that despite his German name, he is Russian and Orthodox, and only
retained German patience and stubbornness [Chekhov: 354]. The first of
these is motivated by a positive self-disclosure to a woman he loves, and the
second one is aimed at highlighting that he fits in her social circle.

Surprisingly, two positive self-representations in the play are produced by
an old servant Anfisa. In one of them she describes herself as a hard worker in
order to avoid an eviction from the house [Chekhov: 402]. In the second one,
she praises her good luck of living with Olga in the school-owned apartment
(Example 18).
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Example 18
«VI-n, peroyka, BOT xuBy! Bor >xuBy! B ruMHa3sum Ha Ka3eHHOI KBapTupe,
30110TadA, BMecTe ¢ OMIOIIKOI — OIpeenuI rocnofb Ha ctapocTu neT. OTpo-
ACD s, TPELHNUIIA, TaK He XWIa... KBapTypa 6oblias, Ka3eHHas, M MHe Lie/b-
Has KOMHAaTKa U KpoBaTKa. Bce kasenHoe. IIpocHych HOYbIO M — O TOCIIOAM,
Marepb 60X, CHacTIMBelt MeHs denoBeka Hety!» [Chekhov: 446].

Vershinin, one of the more likable characters (despite having a wife, two
daughters and an affair with Masha), is assigned two prophetic monologues
in the play, in which he justifies the purpose of life for the whole generation.
This purpose is in living, suffering and working in order to secure a new
happy life for future generations [Chekhov: 380]. This is a generational self-
justification and self-praise, which is hard to evaluate in terms of strength.
In the second ‘prophecy, he also includes a positive self-representation
(ameliorated by self-criticism) of himself as a person who craves knowledge
and comprehends well the most important truth (see Example 19).

Example 19

«...a MeXJY TeM, 4eM OOJIbIIIe JKMBY, TeM OOJIbIle X049y 3HaTh. Moy BOJIOCHI cefle-
I0T, 51 IIOYTY CTapUK y>Ke, HO 3HAI0 MaJlo, aX, Kak Mazo! Ho Bce ske, MHe KaxkeTcs,
caMoe IJIaBHOE U HACTosIIIee s 3HAI0, KPENKO 3HAI0... MBI JO/DKHBI TONbKO pabo-

TaTh ¥ paboTaTh, & CYACThE ITO y/ie/T HAIINX JaleKnx MoToMKoB» [Chekhov: 380].

The oldest of the three sisters, a school teacher, subsequently a head-
mistress Olga utters a weak self-praise only once, when she says that she feels
younger than yesterday, and that she is only 28 years old (mitigated with
self-criticism) [Chekhov: 336]. Just like Vershinin, in the last (fourth) act of
the drama, she also utters a ‘prophecy, a vision for the future, on behalf of
all the three sisters and the whole generation (a generational positive self-
representation), in which she validates their lives.

Example 20
«ITpoiieT BpeMs, 11 Mbl yilfieM HaBeKy, Hac 3a0yAyT, 3a0yAyT HAIIM ML,
TOJIOCa U CKOJIBKO HAc ObIIO, HO CTpajaHys HalllM MIePeiiiyT B PafoCTb I TeX,
KTO OyfieT XUTb HOCTIE HAC, CYACTbE VM MVP HACTAHYT Ha 3eMJIe, I IIOMSIHYT JO-
OpbIM CTOBOM 1 6/TarOC/IOBSAT T€X, KTO >KMBET Tenepb. O, MusIble CeCTPBI, )KM3Hb

Hallla elje He KoHYeHa. bymem xuntb!» [Chekhov: 454]
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Masha, the middle sister married to Kalygin, cannot stand her husband
and engages in an affair with married Vershinin. She delivers one act of self-
praise in which she portrays herself as a super-sensitive person disturbed
by rudeness and lack of sophistication. The act is mitigated by portraying
herself as a sufferer and aggravated by other-criticism (Example 21).

Example 21
«ITpo My>a 51 He TOBOPIO, K HEMY 51 IIPVBBIK/IA, HO MEX/Y LITATCKUMI BOOO-
Ije TaK MHOTO JIIOfiell TPyObIX, He M00e3HBIX, He BOCIIMTAHHBIX. MeHs BOJIHYeT,
0CKOpOIsieT Ipy6OCTB, 51 CTPAZIAI0, KOTZIA BIDKY, YTO Y€/I0BEK HEOCTATOYHO TO-
HOK, HE[IOCTaTOYHO MSATOK, Mobe3eH. Korna MHe ciydaeTcst ObITb Cpeay yamuTe-
JIelt, TOBapuIIell My>Ka, TO sI IpocTo cTpagamo» [Chekhov: 372-374].

In addition, the military doctor Chebutykin boasts about not having
done anything in his life, not having read a single book and not reading
Dobroliubov (mitigated by self-irony) [Chekhov: 340].

Discussion and conclusion

The analysis of the speech act of self-praise/positive self-assessment in
Chekhov’s three plays demonstrates that he employs this device in a few
functions. First, he uses self-praise acts to identify less likable characters
(like Arkadina, Trofimov, Kulygin, Andrey Prozorov and Natalia), whose
self-praise acts tend to be strong and unmitigated or even aggravated. In
particular, Arkadina’s brags in ‘The Seagull’ appear to be a sublimation of
everything that Chekhov hated about the theatre and actors while at the
same time being enchanted by them [Goryacheva: 34-43].

Second, to depict more likable characters, Chekhov scripts mild to
moderate positive self-representations that are contextually justifiable: as a
response to a verbal attack, a misrepresentation or threat, or as an attempt to
fitin (e.g., Dorn in “The Seagull’ or Anfisa fearful of an eviction, or Tuzenbach
identifying as Russian Orthodox in ‘Three Sisters’).

Third, one specific kind of self-praise act modification that Chekhov
resorts to is a generational/group self-praise in the first person plural (with
Trofimov posing as a new generation spokesperson in ‘The Cherry Orchard’,
and Vershinin and Olga in ‘“Three Sisters’). Group positive self-representations

222



Texcromnorna
B. A. Makaposa. [Toxsanpba 11 mo3uTnBHast camoolieHka B mbecax A. I1. Yexosa

typical for political leaders and social activists are used by Chekov as a literary
device likely intentionally, as politics has been identified as one of the themes
in his plays [Whyman].

Finally, there are also some specific applications of self-praise act in the
plays. For example, Lopakhin’s positive self-representations (often mitigated
by self-criticism) reflect the advancement of a new social group of successful
businessmen, an interest in this group may be rooted by a contrast with
Chekhov’s unhappy childhood spent in his father’s failing grocery store that
eventually got bankrupt [Bartlett; Chekhov,1960]. The final positive self-
representation by Anfisa gives an illusion of a happy ending for at least one
character in the “Three Sisters’. Partly, the self-praise in the plays is also a
reflection of the characters’ delusions, and seeing only what they want to see
[Stepanov].

A specific type of self-praise found in Chekhov’s plays are ‘linguistic’
brags, i.e., citations from Latin and French used by less likable characters
like Kulygin, Natalia and Arkadina. While Chekhov himself had a “rigorous
classical education in Taganrog gymnasium [Bartlett: 3] and knew Latin
well, he also saw classical languages as a way of “hiding from real life,” as
also demonstrated in the character of another school teacher Belikov
in Chekhov’s short story “Man in a Case” [Bartlett: 5]. The use of French
by Russian nobility lasted until the pre-revolutionary times, but from the
mid-nineteenth century, Russian intelligentsia and some gentry were more
affected by cultural nationalism that prioritized Russian [Offord et al.].
This may explain the paradox of French use by Natalia on the one hand (to
signify that she is not patriotic and wants to pose as a high society lady),
and a disparaging attitude to her not speaking it right (she is neither noble,
nor well-educated), on the other hand. By contrast, the Prozorovs are the
ones who are described as being fluent in a few foreign languages (coming
from gentry origins), but not a single one of them code-switches in the
“Three Sisters’ to any language other than Russian (placing them amongst the
patriots).

Chekhov’s expert use of self-praise in his plays questions the opinions
expressed in earlier studies that his texts are not truly communicative
[Ivleva: 123). From the viewpoint of Speech Act Theory, Chekhov’s plays
present an interesting material to explore speech act modifications, such as
mitigation and aggravation. Mitigation reduces and aggravation strengthens
the illocutionary force of an utterance [Benoit & Benoit: 172], which is
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particularly important in case of the ‘risky’ speech acts, such as self-praise.
Chekhov’s plays provide illustrations to mitigated and aggravated self-praise,
whereby more likable characters mitigate, and less likable — aggravate the
speech act. The only type of aggravation observed in the plays is criticism
or derogation of others. By combining self-praise with criticizing or putting
down others, a character gets a ‘short-cut’ to the goal of the self-praise act, i.e.,
elevating oneself above others. The study also shows that specific grammar-
syntactic types of self-praise attenuation in Chekhov’s plays include the
use of impersonal syntactic forms and reporting. It would be productive
to compare these findings with the grammar-syntactic forms of self-praise
attenuation in spoken Russian.

To conclude, discourse structures analysis has been identified as an
emerging theme in literature studies [Peftiev: 3]. As our study seems
to suggest, research investigations of speech acts in drama texts could be
productive for literary theory, since they highlight the construction of
the dialogue by the author, and assist with a better understanding of the
characters as well as human values they are supposed to represent. Speech
act studies of dramas may also give a much needed boost to the analysis
of literary character [Weststeijn] as well as to philological analysis of the
language of literature.
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