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Abstract

The paper provides an overview of the interface of contrastive and historical pragmat-
ics and a case study of Othello’s monologue. The emerging lines of development at the 
cross-roads of contrastive and historical pragmatics cover, in particular, speech acts, 
forms of discursive behaviour and stance. In the analysis, German, Swedish, Finnish 
and Polish translations from different periods are compared to show differences  
in the above-mentioned features. The illustrations are contextualised in order to show 
the discursive sensitivity of these linguistic items and their cross-linguistic diver-
sity. The study reveals some tendencies and diachronic developments in translation  
strategies and underlines the need to include historical analyses in the realm of con-
trastive research.
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1 Historical and Contrastive Pragmatics

The scope of pragmatics broadened to new areas in the 1980s, including con-
trastive pragmatics, an important and versatile field with its scope encom-
passing studies that compare, e.g. the realisation of speech acts, expressions 
of stance and forms of discursive behavior in various languages. Studies that 
probe into the historical dimension of these areas coincide with topics of his-
torical pragmatics which springs off from pragmatics combined with historical 
linguistics and philology. In the 1980s, however, pragmatic studies on historical 
data were conducted under various labels.1 Topics of early studies that have 
proved important for historical pragmatics include politeness that has broad-
ened to impoliteness and become a main trend; the politeness notion was first 
applied to Chaucer’s texts at the interface of literary pragmatics (Sell 1985a 
and 1985b). Another much discussed topic is the relation between the written 
and the spoken modes (Österreicher and Koch 1985); the line continues with 
speech-related studies (e.g. Culpeper and Kytö 2010). The first extensive and 
more systematic presentation of the field under the label “historical pragmat-
ics” was published in 1995 in the “inaugural” collective volume (ed. by Jucker) 
that contained a selection of 21 studies: those that were more philological were 
placed under the title “Pragmaphilology”, while those more in line with histori-
cal linguistics were divided into “Diachronic form-to-function mapping” and 
“Diachronic function-to-form mapping”. Some of the chapters took the histori-
cal sociolinguistics line, but all pertained to the broad view of pragmatics with 
contextual assessments including culture.

This paper deals with the emerging interface of contrastive pragmatics and 
historical pragmatics. Our contribution has two objectives. First, it will point 
out the importance of extending contrastive studies to historical data, and our 
analysis will also point out the possibility of conveying diachronic comparative 
studies between various time periods in one language. Second, it will provide 

1 These terms include “sociohistorical linguistics”, “diachronic lexical semantics”, “Prag-
matische Texttheorie” in an overview by Stein, who provides a synthesis of early his-
torical pragmatic studies in the area in German historical linguistics in the late  
1970s and early 1980s, enumerating address systems, diachronic lexical semantics, speech 
acts and text-types as fields of interest (1985: 347–351). Other pertinent terms include “socio-
historical pragmatics”/“historical socio-pragmatics” (Kopytko 1995: 15; see Włodarczyk 2007: 
8 for an overview of the terms used in the early 2000s).
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a case study to demonstrate how contrastive historical pragmatics can find a 
further interface with translation studies. Our aims are in agreement with the 
journal policy: besides synchronic studies, the Editorial of the inaugural issue 
of the journal of Contrastive Pragmatics (2020: vii–viii) advocates an interest in 
the diachronic perspective overlapping with historical pragmatics and histori-
cal sociolinguistics; the present article responds to this call. Moreover, in their 
recent monograph, Kádár and House (2021) postulate that synchronic contras-
tive studies should be extended to include comparisons between spatially dis-
tant cultures.

At the beginning of the article, we briefly outline the scope of the interface 
between the two subfields of contrastive and historical pragmatics. We shall 
first discuss the realisation of speech acts (SA s) and then go over to stance 
expressions and forms of discursive behavior in interaction.2 Our empirical 
section can be situated between the contrastive and historical pragmatics. 
We shall also cross over to translation studies as the original text is in English 
and we discuss parallel sections that provide translations at different points 
of time in four different languages: German, Polish, Swedish and Finnish. Our 
analysis also contributes to diachronic comparative studies between various 
time periods of one language. We compare emotional outbursts, address terms 
and the realisation of speech acts in the four above-mentioned languages from 
their earliest renderings in those languages to recent translations of extracts 
from Shakespeare’s Othello, one of the most important literary texts in Western 
culture. The interface between historical pragmatics and fiction seems to be 
attracting increasing attention in pragmatic studies, and our case study is also 
in accordance with this trend. At the end of our article, we shall discuss and 
draw some conclusions of the emerging lines of developments at the cross-
roads of contrastive and historical pragmatics.

2 Tertium Comparationis

Definitions of historical pragmatics vary according to two current branches of 
pragmatics. The definition in the inaugural volume (Jucker 1995 ed.) focused 
on language use over time and “communication in earlier periods” (Jacobs and 
Jucker 1995: 5). Another formulation more than a decade later gave historical 
pragmatics as “patterns of intentional human interaction (as determined by the 
conditions of society) of earlier periods, the developments of these patterns, 

2 They may be more comparative than contrastive or simply treat similar topics in different 
languages, and we make no claim to completeness with our survey.
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and the general principles underlying such developments” (Jucker 2008: 895).3 
The Mouton Handbook of Historical Pragmatics states that historical prag-
matics pays “attention to meaning-making processes in past contexts to find 
out how meaning is negotiated and how more is conveyed than what is said” 
(Taavitsainen and Jucker 2010: 6). In contrast, the Anglo-American approach 
focuses on language change. Traugott (2008) defined historical pragmatics as 
a “usage-based approach to language change”, and more recently she took “his-
torical pragmatics to be the study of the linguistic contextual features that may 
lead to change, both semantic and morphosyntactic” (Traugott 2019: 25).

The division into two “schools of thought” was first discussed by Huang 
(2007: 4–5) and is still valid. It is obvious that Traugott’s line is more in accor-
dance with historical linguistics than the broad line of pragmatics reflected 
e.g. in the IPrA conferences. The dividing line according to geography does not 
hold, as there are several continental researchers who focus on linguistic pro-
cesses like grammaticalisation, (inter)subjectification and pragmaticalisation; 
thus research questions would give a better indication of the line. Huang also 
mentions the terms component view and perspective view (from Verschueren 
1999: 7, 11). Both enhance contextual analysis, but there is an essential dif-
ference in how context is defined: the narrow view takes language internal 
aspects into account, while the broad scope relies on the cultural context and 
external factors, trying to recover contemporaneous perspectives, conceptuali-
sations, views and ideologies in its search for explanations for change; only the 
perspective view seems to be relevant to our present task. Studies that pertain 
to this interface apply a multilayered analytical grid on a scale from micro to 
macro context and language use as tied to its time and space with situational 
and cultural constraints (for context, see Duranti and Goodwin eds. 1992; van 
Dijk 2008; Blommaert 2005, Blommaert and Szabla 2018).

Pragmatics in general deals with communicative language use in context, 
and this definition serves well as the basis for contrastive pragmatics. It is a 
special field that focuses on the study of differences between conventions in 
written communication of various cultures (cf. Aijmer ed. 2009). The field is 
very closely related to comparative pragmatics and intercultural pragmatics 
(see Scollon & Scollon 2001: 43–59). Several books and papers deal with these 
areas (e.g. House 2006 and 2016; Ogiermann 2009; Ogiermann and Spyridoula 
2020; Derigner et al. 2015), and e.g. the aim of Kranich’s book (2016) is to show 
pragmatic contrasts between English and German and how they are handled 
in English-German translations (e.g. House 2006 and 2016). Researchers who 

3 Cf. Mey’s definition of pragmatics as a cluster of related problems rather than as a well-
delimited field of study (1998: 725).
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engage in the study of forms of discursive behavior more broadly often adopt 
an ethnographic perspective, clearly distinguishing between intercultural and 
contrastive pragmatics: “the contrastive research of datasets across different 
lingua-cultures allows us to engage in a bottom-up, contrastive pragmatic 
investigation, which is more rigorous and replicable in scope than what top- 
down inquiries, such as intercultural pragmatics, would provide” (Kádár and 
House 2019: 3; more on the study into ritual frames as an interface of contras-
tive and historical pragmatic studies in Section 4).

Contrastive studies as a subfield of linguistics thrived in the 1970s through 
early 1990s, and established a paradigm that has paved the way for the study 
of contextualised language use in different periods (Jacobs and Jucker 1995: 
3–4; Archer 2017: 4). Initially, the rationale adopted from contrastive analysis 
was that comparisons of linguistic units of semantic, functional or pragmatic 
nature may be conducted across different dimensions: geographical, social 
or stylistic. Thus, extending such comparisons and contrasts to the historical 
dimension was viewed as a relatively straightforward conceptual leap, but dia-
chrony can also provide a relevant dimension for comparison (for diachronic 
contrastive studies in English politeness, see Watts 1999 and more recently 
Jucker 2020; for a contrastive study on Old, Middle and Early Modern English 
speech acts, see Kohnen 2008; and between various periods in Chinese, see 
Pan and Kádár 2011). In addition, the foundational principle of variationist 
historical linguistic studies, uniformitarianism, gave additional support to 
this approach (Stein 1985: 348–349).4 Soon, however, theoretical and method-
ological challenges posed by this transition came to the fore (Jucker 2000 and 
2004). In particular, the restrictions on historical data and methods of inquiry 
with the difficulty and necessity of establishing a valid tertium comparationis 
have been emphasised. Nevertheless, neither pragmatic form nor linguistic 
function may unreservedly be taken to constitute a platform of comparison 
for historical pragmatics (Jucker 2004: 208). A range of methodological and 
theoretical solutions were proposed in the next decade to overcome this chal-
lenge (see Taavitsainen and Jucker 2010 for an overview). In the attempts to 
solve “the bad-data problem”5 and to provide a new take on the issue of ter-
tium comparationis, the methods of doing historical pragmatics have diverged 
from contrastive analysis, and new theoretical frameworks of particularly 
complex interactional phenomena, such as speech acts, have been developed 

4 “Only if we can safely assume that the same functions or meanings existed in society at two 
different points (e.g., (…) requesting information in questions) can we build hypotheses on 
the forces operating in linguistic change on features of differences or identity in their realisa-
tions.” (Stein 1985: 348). See also Lass (1997: 24–32).

5 The term comes originally from Labov (1972), who describes Historical Linguistics as the art 
“of making the best use of the bad data” (1994: 11).
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(see section 3). These new approaches to the study of pragmatic phenomena 
of the past and their developments over time have marked a transition from 
the initially strong reliance on the uniformitarian hypothesis to a much more 
restricted view of its applicability. The notion of pragmatic space, for instance, 
employed as point of reference for the study of speech acts not only under-
lines contextual aspects and the fuzziness of pragmatic phenomena both syn-
chronically and diachronically; the axis from sincere to ironical and sarcastic 
language use is particularly important in literary texts with subtle shades of 
meaning. We have, however, textual clues to overcome the difficulty in some 
fairly rare cases, as authors may provide metacommentaries with explicit 
statements on the purpose of the speech act or specify its way of delivery. This 
“ethnomethodological” data opens up a new window to the past revealing how 
people described, classified and evaluated speech acts at their times and can 
be applied to supplement analysis (see below).

Given the body of work on the methodologies of historical pragmatic 
research, it is interesting to observe that the digital turn and the rise of lin-
guistic interest for communication through new media have recently brought 
about a theoretical approach that is also relevant for the interface with con-
trastive study. The trans-historical approach relies on “establishing continuities 
in practice and enduring elements of human communication which transcend 
social boundaries” through a “comparative or contrastive approach (…) across 
multiple points in time” (Tagg and Evans 2020: 6). This perspective follows a 
rather strong version of the uniformitarian principle and underlines the con-
ceptual connection between historical and contrastive studies, as in the early 
studies on historical pragmatics mentioned above. Although the topics under-
taken within this approach focus on form (e.g. spelling practices), their affinity 
to historical pragmatics is clear as their aim is to develop an understanding of 
technology-related language change as well as to probe into the construction 
of identities and dynamics of social interaction by “recognising the historically 
and culturally situated nature” of language practices and their social mean-
ings. Thus, the transhistorical approach, despite its comparative orientation 
and reliance on the common platform of comparison, i.e. the notion of lan-
guage and literacy, still enables the view that such practices tend to have diver-
gent contextual functions in different points in time.

3 Speech Acts

The pioneering project in contrastive pragmatics was the Cross-cultural Speech 
Act Realisation Project (CCSARP) (cf. Blum-Kulka, House and Kasper 1989); 
the first historical SA studies came several years later. The pioneering project 
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compared the realization of requests and apologies in several languages and 
across different cultures. The working hypothesis was that the illocutionary 
force of the utterance is comparable across languages, although the formal 
realisations may differ. This study relied on the Discourse Completion Test 
(DCT) method and informants were to fill in how they would perform the SA in 
question. The DCT method was innovative thirty years ago, and it has become 
a standard elicitation method in pragmatic studies. However, data elicitation 
has become more eclectic since, especially as the need for authenticity has 
become more emphasised in both spoken and written data. Here, electronic 
databases of naturally occurring communication have provided a new stan-
dard source of language data not limited to predefined contexts. Furthermore, 
a wider discourse context is a new prerequisite for analysis as the present trend 
regards meaning as emergent, discursively negotiated between text partici-
pants in different contexts. A more context-sensitive and representative data 
approach has also been advocated, and the trend in recent research seems to 
be from cross-cultural comparisons towards an analysis of real-life data based 
on the socio-cognitive and affective implications (Crashaw 2017). Another 
more recent insight is that different cultures have different ranges and formu-
lations of SA s, for example, greetings follow different patterns with formulaic 
follow-up questions in some cultures, compliments are paid more routinely 
in some cultures, and so on. This area is central in cross-cultural pragmatics, 
and from a socio-cultural point the developments in earlier language phases 
provide interesting topics of research.

Diachronic speech act analysis generally focuses on comparisons of lan-
guage use between the different periods of the same language. It may, how-
ever, be pertinent to consider such studies as a special case or an application 
of contrastive studies, though there is a fundamental difference: contrastive 
pragmatic analysis proper compares the manifestation of a pragmatic aspect 
of language use in disparate contexts, whereas diachronic analysis of a lan-
guage is linear with continuity between the older and the more recent stages 
(see Jucker and Taavitsainen 2000: 68). If we take a broad view and under-
stand such studies as adjacent or related to contrastive pragmatics, the scope 
widens considerably: diachronic developments of various SA s in different 
periods in the history of English have received a great deal of attention and 
other languages have also been dealt with (e.g. classical languages in Risselada 
(1993), Fedriani (2017) and further contributions to Denizot and Spevak (2017, 
eds.); Schrott (2000) and King (2010) have dealt with Old and colonial Spanish; 
Schlieben-Lange has dealt with German (1983)).

During the last decade, diachronic SA study has become a major field of 
corpus pragmatics (see Taavitsainen, Jucker and Tuominen 2014, Rühlemann 
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and Aijmer 2015: 14). Yet it has problems: SA identification is often difficult, 
especially in indirect manifestations that do not give clues that include IFID s 
or formulaic patterns. However, the problem faced by contrastive pragmatics is 
also present: do the same meaning constants work across cultures and across 
time? Developing the theoretical basis of speech act studies has inspired 
researchers to new explorations. The notion of pragmatic space (mentioned 
above) is one of them, developed for the study of insults in different periods 
of English with an analytic grid for speech act manifestations through time 
(Jucker and Taavitsainen 2000). The point of departure was the function, with 
insults defined simply as disparaging utterances to the target (who recognises 
it as such). This function serves as tertium comparationis that remains stable 
and provides the basis for comparison (Jucker and Taavitsainen 2000: 68, 
2008: 229). The examples given in the article are eclectic and cover the long 
diachrony from Old English to Present-day internet language and contain sev-
eral different kinds of insults. The survey across time begins with “flyting” in 
sequences of ritualistic boasts and challenges from the Anglo-Saxon period. A 
trait with ritualistic insults like flyting can be found in different manifestations 
across time. The same kind of activity, called “sounding”, has been verified 
among Afro-American adolescents (see also Arnovick 1999) and, interest-
ingly, internet flaming is also expressed in cumulative sequences that attack 
the recipient’s face. These three examples are clearly distinct and have a great 
deal in common with manifestations of aggressive linguistic behavior in other 
languages, and could provide interesting material for a contrastive study (see 
section 4). Another line that would merit contrastive study focuses on what 
was considered insulting in different periods, including name-calling, dispar-
aging comments about family and national stereotypes; a survey throughout 
the various periods in the language history of English was conducted with the 
ethnographic method (see above) on the speech act verbs used in text pas-
sages with insults (Taavitsainen and Jucker 2007).

4 Forms of Discursive Behavior in Interaction

Cross-cultural variation has been of interest to research into discursive behav-
iour beginning with Gleason (1968) focusing on discourse structures in nar-
ratives, Coulmas (1981 ed.) on conversational routines in different languages, 
House’s work on contrastive discourse analysis (1985) and politeness markers 
(1989) in English and German. This approach started gaining momentum with 
Brown and Levinson’s work (1987) based on different cultural and linguistic 
circles, also external to Europe. Cross-cultural and cross-linguistic contrasts 
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have been the focus of the studies conducted with the discursive approach 
to (im)politeness the Linguistic Politeness Research Group established in 
1988 (see Kádár and Bargiella-Chiappini 2011: 1). This approach relies on the 
assumption that in interaction all meanings are negotiable and negotiated 
among the parties and need to be viewed regarding the macro as well as well 
as micro contextual cues. This means that contrasts and affinities established 
on the level of language or culture are gradable rather than absolute may or 
may not surface in all cases. The discursive approach was extended to histori-
cal studies, in particular in research into impoliteness paradigms including 
their synchronic variation and diachronic developments (Culpeper and Kádár 
2010 eds.; Culpeper & Demnen 2011). Even though explicitly contrastive his-
torical studies are not commonly found (an exception is the most recent paper 
by Kádár and House 2019), earlier investigations, in particular into Chinese 
(Kádár 2012, 2007) and East Asian politeness more broadly (Kádár and Mills 
eds. 2011), tend to use studies into European languages as an important point 
of reference. For instance, regarding Bax’s findings (2010) on mediaeval ritu-
als, Kádár (2012: 101) notices a difference in the norms of indirectness, with 
the Chinese data being more constrained. This constitutes a striking difference 
to the contemporary patterns, with indirectness being conventionally associ-
ated with East Asian communication. At the same time, Kádár underlines that 
no clear-cut dichotomy between Eastern and Western rhetorical styles exists. 
Instead, he proposes the view of “culture-specific preferences for certain polite-
ness rhetorical patterns” (Kádár 2012: 98, italics original).

Rituals constitute another important dimension of discursive behavior and 
have been subject to investigation from a historical perspective. For instance, 
the Special Issue of Journal of Historical Pragmatics (2003, Bax ed.) and the 
most recent issue of Journal of Pragmatics (2019, Aijmer et al. 2019 eds.) com-
bine the historical and contrastive dimensions of the notion. Authentic oral 
conventions, such as flyting and polite ostentation are the focus of attention 
providing a comparative overview of the records of the phenomenon in dif-
ferent languages, cultures and genres (e.g. Old Icelandic sagas and Dutch 
epistolary communication in the sixteenth century; Bax 2003 ed.). The most 
recent volume introduces a broader notion of “ritual frame indicating expres-
sions” (RFIE s) within a “ritual frame” defined as a cluster of standard situa-
tions which occur cross-culturally. The authors explicitly indicate the interface 
(RFIE s) with historical pragmatics: “It is possible to combine such research 
with additional methodologies, such as historical pragmatic research on the 
development of RFIE s, the sociocultural investigation of their use, and so on, 
which would provide us with a clearer understanding of how the use of an 
RFIE has developed over time.” (Kádár and House 2019: 11).
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5 Expressions of Stance

Ritual frames as a dimension of discursive behaviour provide a fruitful ground 
for investigating the linguistic expression of stance.6 Both epistemic as well 
as emotional attitudes to the propositional content and alignment in interac-
tion have been studied extensively in historical pragmatics, not only in English 
(Biber 2004; Valle 2004), but also in other languages (e.g. Gunnarsson 2001 on 
Swedish; Tiisala 2004 on Hanseatic letters). More broadly, stance expressions 
together with features such as first and second person pronouns, modal aux-
iliaries and private verbs, contribute to the creation of “involvement” (Biber 
and Finnegan 1997; Taavitsainen 1997; Palander-Collin 2009; Włodarczyk 2013; 
cf. Baumgarten et al. eds. 2012 which contrasts a range of languages). Stance 
expressions lay the foundations for the interpersonal dimension of interaction 
and provide a leeway into how its aspects are negotiated among the partici-
pants. Corpus-based studies in historical pragmatics have provided important 
insights into the medium-related patterns of stance expression, discourse and 
genre dimensions, as well as sub-genre effects on attitudinal and alignment 
markers in particular in British and American English.

The infrequent contrastive historical pragmatic studies rely on the data 
provided by communities of practice which were networked internation-
ally in the past. This involves the epistolary and academic communities  
especially in the Early Modern and Late Modern Europe. For example, Tiisala’s 
investigation into Latin, German and Swedish letters of the Hansa incor-
porates the multilingual background of the contemporary trade relations 
(1350–1530). The results of the study show a universal dimension of epistolary 
politeness, reverential stance reflected in the conventionalised address for-
mulae and respectful adjectives in the salutations. The paper also underlines 
macro-contextual, i.e. social and political features of code-switching. In the 
area of the language(s) of science, Salager-Meyer and Zambrano (2001) inves-
tigate English and French academic conflicts over the period of 185 years of 
medical discourse (1810–1995). The study assumes that professional and aca-
demic conflict is an “interpersonal pragmatic feature” (2001: 142) and shows 
its dependence on culturally-specific understandings of the concept of sci-
ence and debate. The results indicate differences in terms of directness in the 
early conflicts with the English community using more mitigating devices 
than the French (2001: 165–166). The distinctions seem to be valid until today 
with French scientists taking a more authoritarian position that those writing  
in English.

6 Biber also provides terms such as evaluation, affect, evidentiality, hedging (2004: 107, 108).
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Although truly contrastive papers are an exception (but see Salager-Meyer 
and Zembrano 2001 and Tiisala 2004), historical pragmatic research conducted 
into languages other than English may in the future be used as a stepping stone 
to contrastive historical studies into stance, discourse particles, speech acts 
and discursive behaviour more generally (e.g. Schlieben-Lange 1983; Schrott 
2000; King 2010; Held 2010). Having provided an overview of the units of 
analysis we would like to argue that these provide a holistic replicable model 
for historical contrastive studies (Sections 3–5 above). We implement the 
model in the case-study we present below (Section 6) focusing in particular  
on the pragmatics of terms of address, interjections and speech acts. In addi-
tion, the study incorporates translation studies into the discussion demon-
strating the potential for modification and extension of the analytical grid 
proposed above.

6 Contrastive Pragmatics in a Diachronic Perspective:  
A Sample Analysis7

Our goal in this section is to reveal some pragmatic language- and culture-
specific features that illuminate diachronic contrastive pragmatics. The extract 
that we chose for closer scrutiny comes from William Shakespeare’s Othello 
(4.2.22–91), one of the canonical tragedies in Western culture.8

The tragedy was written most likely between 1601–1603 as an adaptation 
from a French translation, of an Italian tale “Un Capitano Moro” (“A Moorish 
Captain”) from Giovanni Battista Giraldi’s (1504–1573, nickname Cinthio) 
Gli Hecatommithi (1565), a collection modelled on Boccaccio’s Decameron. 
A story of a love affair between a successful Venetian general, a newcomer 
and stranger, described as a “Moor”, and beautiful Desdemona, daughter of a 
Venetian senator, develops into a tragedy of revenge, manipulation, jealousy 
and rejection of otherness. The plot is propelled by Iago, Othello’s servant and 
long-standing battle comrade, husband to Desdemona’s maidservant, Emilia. 

7 We are grateful to Dr. Nely Keinänen (University of Helsinki) for her comments on this 
section.

8 Its first performance was in 1604, but Shakespeare’s works have only come down to us in 
printed editions: the so-called First Folio (1623) and Second Quarto (1622) are thus closest to 
the authorial originals. The editions differ considerably (B. Busse and U. Busse 2010: 249; cf. 
e.g. empirical studies by Jenkins 1955; Honigmann 1996). The majority of the translations we 
have looked at seem to have consulted both versions, as well as modern ones. Our quotations 
come from the Riverside edition, which relies on the Second Folio (1623) in terms of contents, 
with modernisation of spelling, capitalisation and punctuation.
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Iago is the villain, disillusioned with his master, deeply humiliated by Othello’s 
choosing to promote a young soldier, Cassio, for the position of his lieutenant. 
The scene selected for analysis (4, 2), sometimes referred to as the “bordello 
scene”9 (Van Oort 2016: 130), starts at the point at which Iago’s intrigue has led 
Othello to look for material evidence of his wife’s infidelity after he has taken 
the decision to murder her for adultery subtly staged by Iago.

The scene contains extreme emotions revealed in relational work between 
the protagonists with a variety of linguistic features, sentence types and 
speech acts. Terms of address occur ranging from endearment (albeit sarcas-
tic) to abuse. Meanings vary according to several sociolinguistic (social sta-
tus, relationship) and pragmatic (situational and contextual) parameters in 
culture-specific uses with changing conventions. Momentary shifts with inter-
personal negotiation can also be verified in the tu-vous (T/V) vacillation.10 
Expressive and directive speech acts are of particular interest to us, as they 
contain pragmatic features, cumulative sequences of personal insults and reli-
gious vocabulary.

We shall focus on four European languages: German as a close kin to English 
and Swedish from the Scandinavian branch; Polish as an Indo-European lan-
guage of the Slavonic group; and Finnish as a non-Indo-European language of 
the Finno-Ugric family, but pragmatically close to Swedish for historical rea-
sons. We analysed two or more published versions in each language: the first 
translations date from the “vernacularisation” boom of the nineteenth century 
that was one of the manifestations of Romanticism in literature and the mod-
ern versions come from recent decades.

The early German translation, known also as the canonical Schlegel-Tieck 
edition11 comes from 1832 (G1832).12 The more recent version by Frank Günther 
dates from 1999 (G1999). The first Polish translation was prepared in 1834 by 
Ignacy Hołowiński (P1834),13 another in 1880 by Szczęsny Kluczycki (P1880); 
the third in 1895 by Leon Ulrich (P1895); the fourth in 1925 by Józef Paszkowski 

9   This is due to the fact that Othello frames the exchange (more aptly, interrogation of his 
wife) into a visit to a brothel, treating Emilia as the madam and paying her for the services 
of his wife.

10  The conventional way of referring to the pronoun system with the abbreviation is origi-
nally from Brown and Gilman (1960: 254). Calvo’s pioneering article (1992) on momentary 
shifts received continuation in studies by U. Busse, Mazzon and Stein (all in 2003).

11  This version developed between 1789–1832 on the translations of August Wilhelm Schlegel 
started the late 18th century, with modifications by Ludwig Tieck in the 1820s and Wolf 
Heinrich von Baudissin und Dorothea Tieck in the 1830s.

12  We use the letters G, P, S, and F to indicate the languages and the years of publication.
13  The manuscript version of this translation allows some observations on corrections and 

amendments of pragmatically sensitive items.
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(P1925); the fifth in 1956 by Krystyna Berwińska (P1956); and the sixth in 2002 
by Stanisław Barańczak (P2002). The first Swedish translation, by Carl August 
Hagberg, dates from 1850 (S1850).14 The modern Swedish version by Mats and 
Lars Huldén is from 2003 (S1987). Shakespeare’s works were introduced to 
Finnish in the 1880s in translations by Paavo Cajander; Othello came out in 
1884 (F1884) and a slightly modernised version by Yrjö Jylhä in 1915. For modern 
translations we selected Matti Rossi (F2003).

After a short discussion on the original English text, we survey aspects of 
pragmatically sensitive translation variants (see House 2015). Efforts to mirror 
stylistic effects of the original language were made in various ways, and our 
analysis gives evidence of some culture-specific features as well as linguistic 
creativity, but it also revealed fundamental difficulties in this kind of analysis. 
We proceed as the dialogue unfolds, with the different pragmatic functions 
intertwining and building up an intensive negotiation that leads to Othello’s 
outburst in verbal violence. At the end, we shall discuss the cultural impact of 
Shakespeare’s translations on various languages.

6.1 Terms of Address
Personal address uses both nominal forms and pronouns. Desdemona 
addresses her husband respectfully with “my (noble) lord”, e.g. in the scene 
where she appears with a slight delay when sent for by Othello. Des. “My Lord, 
what is your will?” (line 24); a nominal address with lord always implies a social 
hierarchy and it also has religious connotations.15 As a default, Desdemona 
uses you when addressing her husband, but a shift from V to the T-form occurs 
in her appeal to her husband, intensifying her plea with intimacy. As a rule 
she receives the T-form in return, in accordance to the politeness rules of their 
social class. During Shakespeare’s time, the T/V distinction was in a state of 
flux, and could also be used to express momentary shifts in attitude as is the 
case in one of Othello’s speech turns in the passage. All languages under scru-
tiny had pragmatic as well as grammatically encoded forms that clearly distin-
guish between T/V forms.

The early German translation of the nominal address has “Mein Gatte” and 
“Mein Gemahl” (‘my husband’; G1832), while the modern one has pronomi-
nal address in the T form (G1999). Similarly, the Polish translators chose the 
term referring to the marital hierarchy modified by a possessive pronoun (“mój 

14  The numerous Shakespeare translations by Per Hällström do not include Othello.
15  As e.g. in the canonical prayer “Our Lord …”. This noun has also acquired several met-

aphorical uses, and even subversive meanings, but they are not relevant here (see 
Taavitsainen 2006).
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mężu” P1895 and “mój małżonek” P1925).16 It is quite striking that at this par-
ticular point none of these translations involves an equivalent to “lord” in the 
exchange between Othello and Desdemona, though available in both Polish 
and German. The use of the nominal address does not occur in the remaining 
translations. Instead, the solidarity-based pronominal address is used in Polish, 
but it is rarely explicit, as the language allows subject omission as a syntacti-
cally normal feature that may be viewed as neutral. However, it reduces the vis-
ibility of the addressee and does not underline respectfulness or acknowledge 
the patriarchal nature of the marriage. Likewise, the Swedish translation from 
1850 has “min gemål” which equals ‘spouse’ and does not imply a hierarchical 
relation. S1987 has “min käre man” with a totally different tone of affection on 
equal standing. In contrast to the others, Finnish has retained the same con-
notations as the original: F1884 has a somewhat blunt “Täss’ olen, herrani” ‘I’m 
here, my lord’, F1915 has “mun herrani” likewise with the possessive pronoun 
‘my’ (spelled out), and F2003 makes the hierarchy even more explicit with 
“armollinen herrani” ‘my merciful lord’.

Pronominal forms of address have undergone a radical change in both 
Swedish and Finnish as the current data demonstrates. Not only is there vacil-
lation between the T/V forms, but the politeness convention with deference 
expressed by indirectness using the third person singular instead of the sec-
ond (either T or V) is also attested in the translation variants from different 
times.17 In Swedish, the following turns show vacillation: S1850 “Vad önskar 
ni? (pl V) … Vilket rysligt infall!” (impersonal formulation ‘What a terrible acci-
dent’)  … “Jag hoppas min gemål mig anser kysk” (3rd person polite address 
with ‘my husband’). S1987 “Vad önskar du? (T) … Vad är det här!?” (impersonal 
formulation) … “Jag hoppas att du litar på …” (T-form ‘I hope you trust …’).

Likewise in Finnish, but with somewhat different choices: F1884 “Mik’ on 
sun tahtos? … Mit’ aiot?” (‘What’s your intention?’ T) … “Toivon, et uskoo jalo 
mieheni mun puhtaaks  …” (3rd person address with ‘my noble husband’); 
F1915 “Mitä suvaitsee mun herrani?” (3rd person address with ‘my master’) … 
“Ja mitä hän tahtoo?” (3rd person address ‘What does he want?’), “Sun toivon 
uskovan, ett’ olen puhdas” (T); F 2003 “Mikä on tahtonne, armollinen herra?” 
(‘What is your will, merciful lord’ (V)) … “Mitä haluatte?” (‘What do you want?’ 

16  It is not possible to separate nominal and pronominal address entirely in the case of 
Polish. The formal nominal forms have undergone pronominalization; the boundary is 
blurred here.

17  The polite address form in Finnish show the influence of Swedish, as the upper classes 
were Swedish speaking in the nineteenth century.
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V) … “Toivon, ett’ armollisen herran mielestä olen …” (3rd person reference 
‘that merciful lord will consider …’).

Othello’s speech contains an expressive shift in pronoun use from intimate 
to distant, reflecting the growing suspicion “Why, what art thou?” (line 33) … 
“Are not you a strumpet? (line 82)  … What, not a whore?” (line 86). In the 
Swedish translations the T-forms prevail: S1850 “Vad är du för en? (‘What are 
you?’ (T)) … Du ingen kona? … Du ingen sköka?”; S1987 “Säg, vem är du? (‘Who’ 
(T)) … Är inte du en hora? (T) … Så, ingen hora” (elliptic)?

In earlier Finnish versions T-forms prevail F1884 “Mik’ olet sinä?” (‘What’ 
(T))  … “Sinä etkö portto? (T)  … Sin’ etkö huora?” (T) F1915 “Ken olet sinä? 
(‘Who’ (T))  … Sinäkö et ois portto?  … (T). Vai et siis huora?” (T). Only the 
modern translation F2003 catches the pronoun switch to V emphasising  
the growing distance: “Mikä sinä olet?” (‘What’ (T)) … “Ettekö siis ole portto? … 
(V), Mitä, ettekö te ole huora?” (V).18

Emilia (the servant) addresses both Othello and Desdemona in socially 
appropriate and neutral terms.19 In German, the appropriate neutral forms 
involve nominal address with that corresponds to “lord” and the V pronoun “Ihr” 
and “gnäd’ge(r)” (‘My Lord/Lady; Sir/Madam’) as in “gnäd’ger Herr” addressed 
to Othello or “Wie geht’s Euch, teure Frau? Wie geht’s Euch, Gnäd’ge?” to 
Desdemona (G1832). The form “gnäd’ge(r)” is a contemporary convention-
alised term of respectful address to social superiors or equals, as the omission 
of the noun in “Gnäd’ge” shows. The twentieth century translation uses “Mein 
Herr” (‘My Lord’), “gnädige Frau”, “meine süsse Herrin” and “Ihr” (G1999). The 
latter is a literal rendering of the original “you” found in Shakespeare, rather 
than the expected contemporary “Sie”, which is the third person plural form.

In the Polish translations, “mój Panie” (‘my Lord’ P1834), “najłaskawszy 
Panie” (‘most merciful Lord’, P1834), “panie” (‘Sir’) (1895, 1925, 1956, 2001) are 
used by Emilia to address Othello. At the same time, the agreement with the 
verb is with the second rather than the third person singular, a neutral syntac-
tic choice possible for the conventionalised V form in Polish (“Pan, Pani”/‘Sir, 
Madam’) (e.g. “Jeśli inaczej myślisz, Panie”, ‘if you are thinking differently, Sir’ 
P2001). In contemporary Polish, “Pan/Pani” (and the plural “Państwo”) are tech-
nically nominal, but Braun notices a tendency for pronominalisation (1988: 
60). This type of agreement signals it, as well as a reduced distance with a lower 

18  The fact that Cajander was striving to use iambic pentameter and hence needs a shorter 
form may have contributed to the choice of the T-form; Rossi was not counting the 
syllables.

19  Yet her close and fond relationship with Desdemona surfaces sometimes in modifiers and 
terms of endearment.
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degree of formality (cf. Braun who considers these forms non-standard, 1988: 
60). Both the German and Polish translators tend to preserve the 2nd person 
forms that blur the T/V distinction rather than emphasising respectful address 
with the T/V distinctions available in the target languages.

In Swedish and Finnish, Emily addresses both Othello and Desdemona 
respectfully: S1850 “nådig herre”, “Ers nåd”, S1850 “nådig fru”. In contrast, 
Othello’s speech changes in the course of events so that the neutrally polite 
“min fru” at the beginning of the scene becomes impolite abuse. Emily’s appli-
cation of address terms is in accordance with to the rules of social etiquette 
S1987 “Jag undrar vad herrn menade med det? Hur är det med er, frun? Hur 
mår ni frun?” Generally, the translations follow the original fairly closely. An 
exception is found in Othello’s request to Emilia in S1987 that renders it cre-
atively with a modern-sounding phrase that in speech act terms could count 
as flattery with conventional politeness in the third person combined with a 
respectful nominal address “En yrkeskunnig kvinna av er sort, min fru, förstår 
att …” ‘a competent woman like you, my lady, understands that …’20 However, 
the utterance is highly sarcastic turning what could be taken as a complement 
to its opposite, an insult.

The following line poses challenges with its metaphorical address that has 
been rendered in different ways in different languages. Othello uses a common 
contemporary term of endearment, but its subtle shade of meaning needs to 
be considered in its larger discursive context; here the use is sarcastic:

Oth. Pray,21 chuck, come hither.

The term is related etymologically and semantically to chick, chicken (OED). 
In German, this is rendered as “Täubchen” (‘dove’ in diminutive). In Polish the 
same lexeme is rendered (“gołąbko”, ‘pigeon’, diminutive; P1956), or as similar 
terms of endearment derived from the animal kingdom “kurczątko” (‘chick’, in 
diminutive), “rybko” (‘fish’, also diminutivised), “ptaszku” (‘birdie’; P2001) and 
“buziaczku” (‘sweet face, kiss,’ in diminutive). The last translation seems strik-
ing as it does not denote an animal, but a human body part or a fond gesture. 
Swedish has a very different rendering in S1850: “Kom hit, min docka!” ‘my doll’ 
which has entirely different connotations of the lack of human feelings.

In Finnish, a radical difference is found between the old and the new trans-
lations: “Käy tänne, hemppu!” (F1884) ‘beloved one’ > ‘slut’ perhaps the term 

20  S1850 has the V form “Ni, / Som har en syssla …” ‘you who have …’ ; F1884 has a free render-
ing with reference to heaven and an exclamation plea to God’s mercy and St Peter.

21  In the Second Folio: “pray you”.

Downloaded from Brill.com01/17/2022 10:21:38PM
via free access



184 Taavitsainen and Włodarczyk

Contrastive PragmaticS 2 (2021) 168–199

had already gained pejorative meanings (Nykysuomen sanakirja) and is used 
paving the way to the insults scene. F1915 has “kyyhkyläiseni” ‘pigeon’ (in 
diminutive) conveying the original tone, but the modern version (F2003) devi-
ates from the line with “Tulehan tänne, lintuseni!” with a diminutive form of 
‘bird’ and the possessive suffix ni ‘my’; Desdemona is Othello’s bird. The noun 
is frequently used in folklore for genuine affection, but the scope for sarcasm 
is high in this context. However, the verbal form with the hedging suffix (tule 
imperative ‘come’ + han) leaves room for voluntary action and contributes to 
a more gentle tone.

6.2 Pragmatic Noise,22 Interjections, Religious Terms
Othello dismisses the maid, Emilia, telling her to stay on guard and “Cough, or 
cry hem” (line 28), if someone comes. This is rendered literally “Hust’ oder rufe 
‘hem!’” (G1832), as both languages have an onomatopoetic word for the sound 
of clearing one’s throat; likewise in Swedish, “Och hosta, ropa hm!” (S1850). In 
Polish, the pragmatic noise “hmmm” sounds similar, but expresses a different 
meaning (e.g. pondering upon something or confirmation) and is omitted; the 
imperatives denoting coughing and clearing one’s throat are given as “Kaszlej i 
chrząkaj” (P1925), “Kaszlnij lub chrząknij” (P2001). A verb of clearing the throat 
enforced by the imperative form (in reverse order) in F1884 “Rykikää, yskikää”, 
and F2003 adds the pragmatic noise “huudatte tai yskäisette ‘hm’” as an atten-
tion getter, though it can also mark hesitation or pondering, as in Polish. Thus, 
pragmatic noise has been rendered in fairly straight-forward ways.

A key passage follows. Othello has found the handkerchief and drawn hasty 
conclusions of Desdemona’s infidelity. She poses an innocent question, but 
receives a rude answer with a vocative first-name address “Ah, Desdemon!” and 
a command with the adverb away repeated three times:

Oth. Ah, Desdemon! Away, away, away!
Act IV, scene ii, line 40

This line begins with nominal address and has received faithful word-for-word 
counterpart in most translations: “O Desdemona! Hinweg, hinweg, hinweg!” 
(G1832); “O, Desdemono! Precz, precz, precz!” (P1895); “O, Desdemona! – Bort, 
bort, bort!” (S1850); Oi Desdemona, – poistu, poistu, poistu! (F1884 ‘go away’, 
imperative). Both the initial interjection (albeit in a changed form) and the 
repetition of the adverb have been preserved showing that the English marker 

22  This term was launched by Culpeper and Kytö (2010) and includes onomatopoetic 
sounds, hesitations and disfluencies.
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accompanying a sigh (ah, oh, o,23 etc.) is directly translatable into these lan-
guages. A subtle difference occurs in Polish due to the inflectional nature of 
the language, the first name is rendered in the vocative case ending in -o which 
underlines the direct nature of this address form. However, the second part 
of the same performative speech act is expressed differently: “O Desdemono! 
Precz! precz że ode mnie! precz!” (P1834). Here, the repetition is reduced to 
two items and the clitic -że intensifying verbal imperatives is attached to the 
adverb. The enhanced form, which in fact performs an imperative function, 
is followed by a prepositional phrase with the first person dative pronoun 
meaning “from me”, thus personalising Othello’s order. This version appears 
more expressive as it utilizes a grammaticalised intensifying clitic and is more 
focused on the agency on Othello than P1895, which paralleled the original. 
P2001 replaces the adverb “precz”24 with a verbal imperative: odejdź ‘go away’, 
most likely for sound harmony effects (repetition of the consonant /d/, as in 
the vocative ‘Desdemona’).

The modern Swedish “Å, Desdemona, gå ifrån mig, gå!” (S 2003) has an 
imperative emphasised by repetition ‘go away from me, go’. In F1884, the inter-
jection “Oi” is in accordance with the old customary way of translating Latin 
vocatives, but omitted as archaic in F2003; however, the plain name casts a 
rude tone to the command “Desdemona, mene pois, pois, pois.”

Desdemona’s ignorance of the deception is shown in her reaction with 
the prototypical interjection of distress and a reference to the unhappy day 
with the adjective heavy; a collocation that became a common stock phrase 
in English.

Des. Alas, the heavy day! Why do you weep?25

The reply opens with the interjection Alas.26 It does not have a lexical coun-
terpart in German or Polish and is rendered as “o!” (G1832; P1895 and P1925) 
and “Ach” (P1834). In P1895, this interjection is preceded by “Niestety!” (liter-
ally: ‘unfortunately’); in effect, this version covers two expressive words as a 
solution to a lexical gap. The expression of sorrow (“heavy day”) is translated 

23  O followed by a term of address may also be viewed as a morphological marker of the 
vocative, rather than an interjection alone (B. Busse and U. Busse 2010: 259).

24  Precz in Polish is actually a particle-interjection with reduced adverbial functions and 
very restricted semantics of fury or aggression. It may be stand-alone or governed by a 
narrow group of verbs denoting movement, i.e. unlike the English “away” which combines 
freely with verbs of a broad semantic scope.

25  This line is quoted in OED as an example of s.v. alas the day and variants.
26  See Taavitsainen 1995 for a historical overview 0f English interjections.
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literally in all but one version, where the exclamatory “O, mój Boże!” (P1925, 
‘my God!’, vocative; also in P1956) invokes the name of God. Similarly, for Alas 
(Desdemona’s line: “Alas, what ignorant sin have I committed?”), “Mój Boże” 
(P2001) is given. The exclamation may simply be seen as a common expression 
in spoken Polish especially in the late twentieth century, with very bleached 
religious connotations. Both in Swedish and in Finnish customary interjec-
tions of stereotypical lamentation are used: “Ack, olyckfulla dag” (S1850; cf. 
P1834) and “Voi, päivää onnetonta!” (F1884).

Had it pleas’d heaven
To try me with affliction, had they rain’d
All kinds of sores and shames on my bare head,
Steep’d me in poverty to the very lips, …

lines 48–50

Othello’s emotionally heightened soliloquy begins with reference to heaven 
and religious vocabulary is dispersed throughout the scene, reflecting the over-
arching cultural heritage of Christianity. A cumulative list of misfortunes that 
can be tolerated (sores, shames) follows, coupled with miserable conditions 
(poverty, captivity) that add to the distress. The passage also contains expres-
sive verbs in powerful images connected with body parts: “rained […] on my 
bare head”; “Steeped me […] to the very lips” (see Murphy 2015).

I should have found in some place of my soul
A drop of patience; but, alas, to make me
The fixed figure for the time of scorn
To point his slow [unmoving] finger at!
Yet could I bear that too, well, very well;
But there where I have garner’d up my heart;
Where either I must live or bear no life …

Act IV, scene ii, lines 52–58

The collocation but alas has a discourse marker function. The culmination fol-
lows with a contrast to the unbearable, immediately cancelled by yet, implying 
that such a fate could also be tolerated. Only the ultimate remains: death with 
the loss of love. All translations follow the original fairly closely: the sentence 
types have been retained in fairly exact renderings of the original with vivid 
imagery and expressive verbs. Interestingly, an additional line occurs in S1850 
as well as F1884 (perhaps after the Swedish model) with the interjection O, o! 
repeated twice to make the emotional impact even stronger. The Variorum edi-
tion of Othello, however, points out that a similar line with Oh, oh or O! O! is 
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found in some early versions of the play text. Thus, instead of being an addi-
tion, it reveals that the exemplar was another text; F2003 adds a note valittaa 
‘lamenting’ as a stage direction.

Othello reflects upon enduring the calamities of fate by finding patience “in 
some place of my soul”. All translations into Polish use the lexical counterpart 
soul “dusza”. In G1832 the word “Herzenswinkel” [a corner of the heart] is used 
instead. It is impossible to include a systematic overview of all translations in 
the analysis, but P1880 uses “w zakątku serca mego” as a strikingly close ren-
dition of this German compound (with the stem of “zakątek”, “kąt” meaning 
“Winkel” (i.e. corner)). The influence or inspiration drawn from G1832 transla-
tion cannot be excluded here. The Swedish and the Finnish versions refer to 
the soul.

Religious terminology makes a textual chain with the contrast of heaven 
and hell at several places in this scene. Othello describes Desdemona “… being 
like one of heaven, the devils themselves/Should fear to seize thee  …” 
(lines 35–36). The same dichotomy is present in Des. “Heaven doth truly know 
it.” Oth. “Heaven truly knows that thou art false as hell.” Desdemona’s defence 
against accusations appeals to piety, “No, as I am a Christian” (line 83).

In the German and Polish translations, the word heaven is translated with 
the expected “Himmel” and “niebo” in all but two versions analysed here. 
P1834 uses “Bóg” [God] in the above accusation. P1880 also uses God instead of 
heaven not only in the attack on Desdemona, but also in Othello’s monologue, 
G1832 use “Gott” in the Othello monologue, but “Himmel” in the accusation 
line. Although it would be hazardous to jump to conclusions of religious or 
philosophical nature on the basis of these examples; clearly, in the original 
version, the agency of heaven seems to be sufficient to express the ultimate 
judgment on human condition or fate. Both Polish and German translations 
tend to reach for a personified variant, i.e. God. The Swedish and Finnish ver-
sions have the original (with some variation) “helvet” S 1850, “helvete” S1987¸ 
F1884 “helvetin” (genitive), “horna” F1915; the personified version “piru” ‘devil’ 
occurs once in F2003.

6.3 Speech Acts: Othello’s Outburst in Insults Targeted at Desdemona27
Desdemona’s meek question “I hope my noble28 lord esteems me honest” 
(line 64) triggers Othello’s anger. In return, she receives offensive accusations 

27  Disparaging talk is also addressed to Emily, e.g. Iago calls her “a fool” and Othello even 
worse “You, mistress, / That have the office opposite to Saint Peter, And keep the gate of 
hell” (line 91; see above).

28  The word “noble” does not occur in the Second Folio.
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with vivid imagery and several sentence types: exclamations, questions 
and wishes.

Oth. O, ay: as summer flies are in the shambles,
That quicken even with blowing. O thou weed,
Who art so lovely fair and smell’st so sweet
That the senses aches29 at thee, would thou hadst ne’er been born!
Des. Alas, what ignorant sin have I committed?
Oth. Was this fair paper, this most goodly book,
Made to write “whore” upon? What committed!
Committed! O thou public commoner!
… What committed!
Impudent strumpet!30
Des. By heaven, you do me wrong.
Oth. Are not you a strumpet?
… Oth. What, not a whore? …

lines 66–82

Oth. … I took you for that cunning whore of Venice …
lines 88–90

Othello uses several different terms of abuse: “O thou weed”, “whore”, “Oh thou 
publick commoner”, and poses interpersonal questions in a sequence that cul-
minates in a sarcastic statement: “I took you for that cunning Whore of Venice 
that married Othello, You Mistris.”31 The shift to the third person when speak-
ing about himself, has a peculiar distancing effect reflecting his confused state 
of mind.

The early German translation uses direct counterparts in the first three 
cases: “O du Unkraut”, “Metze”, “O du ganz freche Buhlerin!” (G1832), then, 
terms: “Metze”, “Hure”, “Dirne” are used respectively. Despite the availability of 
the etymologically related term (i.e. “Hure”), it is noticeable that “Metze” and 
“Dirne” (G1832), which denote the profession more specifically, rather than a 
general pattern of behavior or adultery, replace two instances of “whore”. If 
we assume that meaning b. rather than meaning a. in OED32 is expressed, the 
German translation appears to tone down the personally abusive terms.

29  Second Folio: “askes”.
30  The phrase does not occur in the Second Folio.
31  “You Mistris” is omitted from the German and Polish translations, difference most likely 

to the selected original version (First Quarto or Second Folio).
32  OED (a: ‘A woman who prostitutes herself for hire; a prostitute, harlot’; b: ‘More generally: 

An unchaste or lewd woman; a fornicatress or adulteress’).
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Sensitivity of terms of abuse, in particular items related to taboo activities, 
such as paid sexual services and extramarital intercourse, surfaces clearly in 
the variation illustrated by Polish translations. The earliest of the analysed 
translations (P1834) uses three terms corresponding to prostitute and adul-
teress: “kurwa” (repeated three times as equivalent of “whore”), “nierządnica 
publiczna” (public commoner) and “tłuka”33 (for ‘Strumpet’), the closest and 
most direct counterparts to the original. It is noteworthy, however, that in the 
manuscript of this Polish translation, all three cases of “kurwa” are under-
lined and followed by a question mark, indicating the translator’s hesitation. 
Euphemistic tendencies may be noticed in later translations: P1895 uses only 
two terms (“nierządnica” ‘harlot’ and “wszetecznica” ‘fornicator’, ‘harlot’), vari-
ants occurring in biblical translations, thus of much less colloquial under-
tone than “kurwa”.34 In one line (original “What, not a Whore?”), the taboo 
term is eschewed altogether (also in P1925 and P1956, e.g. Nie jesteś…?). The 
former chooses “nierządnica” and “wszetecznica” and adds a translation of 
‘public commoner’ as “gminna sprośnica”, a colloquial term encoding a per-
son willingly engaging in sexual activity, but much less offensive. The euphe-
mistic nature of this translation also features in the counterpart of the first 
“whore” (original: “this most godly booke made to write whore upon”) as “aby 
jej czyste karty bezwstyd kalał” (‘for its pure pages to be stained by promiscu-
ity/sinfulness’). Here, the epithet is avoided and the word “bezwstyd” (liter-
ally ‘shamelessness’) is used as a rather bleak counterpart of the original. The 
twentieth century translations P1956 and P2001 show opposite tendencies. 
The former follows the euphemistic trend: “kurwa” is used once only, while 
a stylised archaic, potentially semantically neutral term “dziewka” (derived 
from the diminutive of ‘girl’) is used three times. The strongest modern expres-
sion “bezczelna szmata” (‘shameless slut’, literally: ‘cleaning cloth’) occurs once 
as the most forceful item indicating the subordinate position of a woman by 
alluding to her role in the household. P2001 chooses only two very direct col-
loquial and blunt terms, both clearly readable to the modern reader: “kurwa” 
and “dziwka” (pejoration of “dziewka” ‘girl’), each employed three times.

Terms of abuse in S1850 include “sköka” (several times), “hona” and “hora” 
but a more poetic rendering is also found in “O, du gemena gatunymf!” ‘oh, you 
common street nymph’ The insults are spiced with mild swearing “Nej, så sant 
Gud hjälpe!” ‘No, so true God help’, and a pious wish “Gud förlåte oss!” ‘God 
forgive us’, followed by a fake apology “ursäkta mig” ‘forgive me’ to Desdemona. 

33  Tłuka is no longer transparent in this meaning; for contemporary meaning as prostitute 
and vagabond see M. Arcta Słownik Ilustrowany Języka Polskiego (1916: 70).

34  In contemporary usage, both terms have masculine counterparts, although used less 
frequently.
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The translations follow the original, but in S1987 a more modern swearing pat-
tern is used (“Du ogräs” S1850 > “Ditt ogräs” ‘you weed’) as well as a less poetic 
variant “en kvinnsperson in allmänt bruk” ‘a woman in public use’. The chain of 
abusive terms in F1884 repeats the biblical “portto” several times, “huora,” and a 
descriptive coinage “julki-luuska” ‘public commoner’ is also present. Likewise, 
F1915 repeats “portto” and “huora”, and the term “katulutka” ‘street whore’ is 
modelled after S1850 (see above). In F2003 the repertoire is “portto”, “huora” 
and “jukihuora”, after the 1884 text.

7 Discussion

The translation variants we have discussed were all pragmatically sensitive. 
In most cases, evidence has shown rich variation, which posed a challenge in 
terms of establishing which features may have been culture-specific and which 
should rather be seen as creative stylistic devices. Clearly, this task would have 
required much broader synchronic analyses of each variant in existing data-
bases in order to confirm statistical tendencies and it may be pursued in fur-
ther research. In many cases, the pragmatic functions that have been observed 
were very complex with social differentiation, power relations intertwining 
as well as being marked by affect and emotions. Still, some patterns have  
been revealed.

As the languages we analysed had a pragmatically and grammatically dis-
tinction between T and V forms, we were able to observe that unconven-
tional items of address entail as marked usage, e.g. to express sarcasm. It has 
also become clear that if the systems of address were flexible or diachron-
ically unstable, translations exploited an array of options to achieve prag-
matic and stylistic effects (e.g. distancing by T forms vs. intimacy by means  
of V forms).

Interjections, pragmatic noise and religious vocabulary could be indicated 
as highly language specific, with many lexical gaps between languages and 
with differences concerning conceptualisation of Christian notions of God, 
soul, heaven and hell. Interestingly, in a modern Polish translation, “my God”, 
an exclamation with both negative and positive connotations, but with the 
bleaching of religious connotations over time, was used to replace the English 
“Alas”. An interesting tendency in the translations of interjections with the 
function of discourse markers, were fairly close to the original, reflecting and 
preserving the marking of discourse organisation.

The analysis of terms of abuse, taboo words and euphemisms is clearly inter-
twined with the expression of speech acts. Here, the spectrum of lexical and 
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stylistic creativity has been very broad, ranging from euphemisms and poetic 
variants to extremely blunt and abusive terms and pejoration indicating the 
moral and social lowliness of the target of insults. Creative sarcastic variants 
tend to occur in connection to fake speech acts, e.g. insincere apologies.

Our paper moves at the interface of several related fields and our analy-
sis provides a multilayered analytical grid according to which we conducted 
our contrastive study of German, Polish, Swedish and Finnish translations of 
Shakepeare’s Othello at various points of time. The micro level deals with indi-
vidual linguistic features used in various speech act utterances, and the macro 
level pertains to the situational contexts of individual turns of dialogue as well 
as the larger context of these dialogues.

8 Conclusions

At the beginning of the nineteenth century the literary registers of the lan-
guages under scrutiny were at very different stages: German had a long his-
tory; Polish literary language was established in the Renaissance; Swedish had 
a well-established repertoire; but Finnish lagged behind with mainly religious 
literature, fighting for its position and aspiring to rise to the level of Swedish 
as the language of culture in the country. Thus, the impact of Shakespearean 
translations was significant in broadening the scope and setting a model for 
skillful and vivid language use in new genres and registers of language use (see 
Keinänen 2020).

The scene selected for scrutiny in our empirical analysis displays the use of 
several pragmatic variants in negotiating interpersonal relations undergoing 
a shift and contribute to the emotional impact of this passage. As noted ear-
lier, the G, P, S, and F translations are mostly faithful to the original, but some 
deviations and differences between the versions can be verified. Address terms 
are particularly sensitive in conveying attitudes and changing moods; they are 
capable of expressing even subtle momentary relational shifts. Culture-specific 
differences between the four-language translations come out perhaps best in 
their ways of depicting the growing distance between the spouses. On the one 
hand, the politeness conventions of early modern class society and marital 
hierarchy find expression in respectful speech, but the terms of male dominion 
are tuned down by means of more egalitarian terms in most translations; only 
F2003 follows the original closely. On the other hand, Othello’s increasing rage 
is expressed with terms of sarcastic endearment and at the end of the scene his 
emotions burst out in disparaging language use that pertains to verbal aggres-
sion and the pragmatic space of insults. All versions display this wide scale, but 
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only one, F2003, catches the fine-tuned pronominal shift in Othello’s speech 
to Desdemona.

Expressive linguistic features like interjections contribute to the intense 
feelings of agony in emotional outbursts, culminating in alas; their second-
ary, discourse organising function is, however, also present. A culturally inter-
esting difference pertains to the various locations attributed to emotions: G 
and P mention the heart “Herzenswinkel” whereas S and F refer to the “soul”.35 
The passage is coloured by Christian vocabulary and the utmost dichotomy of 
Heaven and angels against Hell and the devil is repeated with variants echoing 
the confrontations of worldly power against spiritual strength in saints’ lives. 
The onset of the Moor’s increasing jealousy and rising anger are contrasted to 
Desdemona’s meek Christian piety and innocent wonder about his accusations 
with humility. The scene bursts out in violent verbal aggression with a racing 
cumulative list of bawdy terms. The early G and P versions show some mitiga-
tion (or hesitation in the manuscript version of the translation) in accordance 
with the current literary fashions, while the later translations, like S1987, take 
liberties in rendering the bawdy terms by modernising the diction.

Our text sample is concise but sufficient to show some tendencies and dia-
chronic developments in translation strategies. During our study, we became 
aware of several pitfalls, as languages are in a constant process of change and 
development. The time span between the early and the late translations is long 
enough for semantic changes to come about and they can pose a major prob-
lem for interpreting shifts in meaning, particularly if and when irony and sar-
casm are involved. Societies develop and the means vary in expressing subtle 
nuances in changes of interpersonal relations (see above).

Our analysis proves that contrastive pragmatic study is possible even in a 
diachronic perspective, which has not received much attention. Our task in 
this paper has been to illustrate the interface between historical pragmatics 
and contrastive pragmatics. Therefore, we have focused on politeness with its 
culture-bound repertoires and address term systems as they are particularly 
sensitive to societal changes. This exercise proves that it is possible to gain 
insights into cultural aspects of literary interpretation by applying historical 
pragmatic analysis and contextualising pragmatic features of language use. 
The language selection of our study with German, Swedish, Polish and Finnish 
revealed clear distinctions in translation strategies. The scope of our study did 
not allow space to go deeper into the field of translation studies.36 The field 

35  Cf. Othello’s description of his love to Desdemona “O my soul’s joy” (ii.i.176).
36  E.g. aspects of dramatic performance and translation variants is clearly outside the pres-

ent scope.
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at the crossroads that we have charted here is extremely rich with plenty of 
opportunities for original studies.
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