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Abstract

The article analyzes various linguistic means to carry out threats in Russian with special focus
on 27 constructions tagged as “Threat” in the Russian Constructicon, a linguistic repository
of more than 2200 constructions in the Russian language. The major purpose of the current
study is to investigate what constitutes a threat in Russian and how threats are related to other
constructions. Unlike talking about threats, performing them in Russian does not involve the
verbs ugrozat’ and grozit' ‘threaten’. Instead, speakers prefer to use various indirect strate-
gies, such as the construction Pogovori mne escé!‘Don’t you dare talk like that!’. Although
the constructions involve considerable variation in form and content, they share a common
structure. The proposed taxonomy suggests that threats comprise three components that can
be referred to as “Cause” (the undesired action of the THREATENEE), “Condition” (the ac-
tion that the THREATENEE should take to avoid the Content of the threat), and “Content” (the
harmful action that the THREATENER promises to carry out). In most cases one or two com-
ponents are left out and the remaining components are often referred to through metonymy.
The article furthermore contributes to Construction Grammar: it is proposed that lateral re-
lationships between constructions can be of two types, referred to as “Overlap” (sharing a
common semantic schema) and “Disambiguation in context” (sharing a common construc-
tional schema).
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Abbreviations

1 First person
2 Second person
3 Third person

ACC  Accusative
compL Completive
CVB Converb
DAT Dative
DELIM Delimitative
F Feminine
FUT Future
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GEN  Genitive

IMP Imperative
INDF  Indefinite
INF Infinitive
INS Instrumental
Loc  Locative

M Masculine

N Neuter

NEG  Negation
NoM  Nominative

PL Plural
PST Past

REFL  Reflexive
SG Singular

1 Introduction

In Russian, the way people describe threats and perform threats are quite different. For talk-
ing about threatening, it is common to use the special verbs ugrozat’ and grozit' ‘threaten’
or verbs morphologically related to them. It turns out, however, that these verbs are hardly
ever used in performing a threat in Russian. In other words, in a speech act directed from one
person to another one generally does not find an utterance like Ja febe ugrozaju ‘1 am threat-
ening you’. Indeed, only two utterances are found in the Russian National Corpus (RNC) for
search queries for the verb ugrozat' accompanied with pronouns in Nominative and Dative
cases, and these two examples do not involve performing a threat.! No utterances are found
in similar searches for the verb grozit' accompanied by two pronouns, one in the Nomi-
native and one in the Dative case. Paduceva (1982, 1985, p. 24), who refers to Austin’s
(1962) classification of speech acts, suggests that the verb ugrozat' ‘threaten’ in Russian is
not performative, unlike obescat’ ‘promise’ or sovetovat’ ‘give advice, suggest’ that have an
illocutionary force, as in Ja obescaju prijti v sredu ‘1 promise to come on Wednedsay’. Simi-
larly, Apresjan (1995, p. 212) mentioned the verb ugrozat' among non-performative Russian
verbs.? To perform a threat, speakers of Russian instead resort to various indirect strategies.
The primary focus of the present study is to analyze the linguistic constructions that are used
to perform a threat in Russian. The analysis I propose will be couched in Construction Gram-
mar, and more broadly, in cognitive linguistics (Fillmore et al., 1988; Croft, 2001; Goldberg
1995, 2006). Construction Grammarians regard constructions to be the basic unit of lan-
guage and define them as “conventional, learned form-function pairings at varying levels of
abstraction and complexity” (Goldberg, 2006, p. 17). Since such form-function pairings vary
in size and complexity, they occur on different levels of language “including morphemes or
words, idioms, partially lexically filled and fully general phrasal patterns” (Goldberg, 2006,

p. 5).

I The Russian National Corpus is available here: https://ruscorpora.ru/new/search-main.html. The following
exact searches were carried out: “SPRO & nom & 1p SPRO & 2p yrpoxars”, “SPRO & nom & 1p yrpoxars
SPRO & 2p”, “SPRO & nom & 1p rpo3urts, praes SPRO & dat & 2p” and “SPRO & nom & 1p SPRO & dat
& 2p rpo3uts, praes’.

2Russian is not unique in this respect. According to Vendler (1976, pp. 142—143), an affirmative sentence ‘I
threaten you’ is an “illocutionary suicide” and, therefore, is never a performative.
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My argument can be summarized as follows. A number of constructions are used to per-
form threats. Syntactically, these constructions are diverse and the threat that they convey is
often indirect. Semantically, threat constructions normally include two participants (which
I will refer to as a THREATENER and a THREATENEE) and up to three components: Cause (the
undesired action of the THREATENEE that the THREATENER does not approve and wants to
stop), Condition (the action of the THREATENEE suggested by the THREATENER), and Content
(what the THREATENER promises to do to the THREATENEE). Threat constructions are closely
related to a diverse and extensive list of constructions with various semantics. The analysis
of'this constructional neighborhood offers new insights into the notion of lateral and vertical
relations between constructions.

This article has the following structure. After a brief exposition of previous research and
a presentation of my data (Sect. 2), in Sect. 3 I propose a simple model of threats in Russian,
which I elaborate in the subsequent sections. Section 4 investigates the participants of this
situation and the ways they can be encoded in various Russian constructions. Section 5 de-
scribes three possible components of threat and their interaction in particular constructions.
In Sect. 6, I discuss the semantic neighborhood of threat constructions in Russian, which,
in the terminology of Construction Grammar (Cappelle, 2006; Grafmiller et al., 2018; Dies-
sel, 2019), is structured by the means of lateral and vertical relations. Section 7 contains
concluding remarks.

2 What is a threat? Earlier approaches and data

The notion of threat has received considerable attention in linguistics and related disciplines.
The Russian word ugroza ‘threat’ is defined in dictionaries as a “promise to do harm to an-
other person” (Usakov, 1935-1940; Evgen’eva, 1999; Ozegov & Svedova, 2006). Although
this is helpful as far as it goes, we will see that a dictionary definition along these lines is too
narrow to do justice to the meaning of the constructions under scrutiny in the present study.
As we will see in Sect. 5, constructions for performing threats often involve additional se-
mantic components. Moreover, in many cases the relevant constructions are polysemous,
and frequently also serve the function of prohibitive or apprehensive constructions, as we
will see in Sect. 6.

Letucij (2007), who refers to Mel'¢uk (1995), explores one construction: ja PronPers-Dat
VP-Fut! as in (1), for which he coins the term ugrozativ (from ugroza ‘threat’).

1) Ja tebe poor-u!
INoM  you.DAT  shout-FUT.1sG
‘Don’t you dare shout!”

According to Letucij, this construction combines two meanings:

1) the Cause of threat (a participant is carrying out an unwanted activity, in this case shout-
ing)

2) the Content of threat (a speaker is promising to do something bad to the participant)
Therefore, Ja tebe pooru indicates that the speaker 1) disapproves of shouting and 2) makes
it clear that the interlocutor will face negative consequences if (s)he continues shouting, and
the consequences will originate from the speaker. Although threatening is a distinct type of
speech act in Russian, little is found in scholarly literature on what other linguistic strategies
are used in Russian to perform threats. The present study aims to fill this gap.
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For the purposes of the present study, I will analyze data from the Russian Constructi-
con, which is a free open-access searchable electronic database of multiword grammatical
constructions of Russian.? The Russian Constructicon contains 2250 constructions (as of Au-
gust 2022). These data show that the semantics of threat may be more complex than Letucij’s
(2007) ugrozativ would suggest. The constructions in the database are tagged in accordance
with their semantics and syntax, and each construction is accompanied with 5 corpus-based
examples, as well as a number of other tags. The semantic classification of constructions is
created as a system of tags, where more than one tag can be assigned to each construction in
order to capture the semantic nuances of the construction. For instance, constructions of the
semantic type “Threat” commonly overlap with 14 other semantic types, such as Prohibition,
Condition, Apprehension, etc. This indicates that the meaning of the relevant constructions
can be rather complex. Although the Russian Constructicon offers an elaborate semantic
classification and a description of each construction in the database, the detailed analysis of
each semantic type and the nature of the relations between constructions both within one type
and across neighboring types is a task for additional research. Similar studies for selected
semantic types in the Russian Constructicon have been undertaken in recent years, cf. En-
dresen and Janda (2020) on evaluative constructions, Endresen et al. (2021) on prohibitive
constructions, Mordashova (2021) on comparative constructions, and Zhukova (2021) on
degree of intensity constructions.

The present study provides a thorough analysis of 27 constructions from the Russian Con-
structicon that bear the semantic tag “Threat” and are used to perform threats.* Although the
number of threat constructions is not very large compared to some other semantic classes,
the systematic expansion of the Russian Constructicon on previous stages created a rather
representative list of constructions (Janda et al., 2020). Therefore, the number of threat con-
structions in the Russian Constructicon is sufficient to draw some conclusions about threats
in Russian. Importantly, the Russian Constructicon makes it possible to compare threats to
constructions with related meanings by exploring the overlapping semantic tags.’

In the next section, I will argue that the semantics of threat constructions involves the
interaction of three components. However, before we turn to the meaning of constructions,
it is worth mentioning that there are no formal features that are shared by all threat construc-
tions. Consider the phrase “Ja znaju, gde ty Zives” ‘I know where you live’. Pronounced
with a certain intonation and in a certain context this seemingly innocent sentence may be
perceived as a threat. In other words, in appropriate contexts many sentences can be used
to perform a threat. The use of certain gestures (such as drawing a finger across one’s neck
or mimicking a gunshot) may also convey the meaning of threat. However, since this arti-
cle analyzes examples from written texts, the role of intonation, gestures and the broader
situational context is beyond the scope of the present study. Instead, my main focus is on
conventionalized, entrenched linguistic patterns, i.e., constructions that serve the function of
performing threats.

3The Russian Constructicon is available at https://constructicon.github.io/russian/.

4Overall, the Russian constructicon contains 31 constructions tagged as “Threat”, but 4 constructions are used
to describe threats, rather than to perform them, and therefore they are outside the scope of the present study.
A detailed analysis of constructions with the verbs ugrozat’ and grozit' ‘threaten’, as well as with the nouns
ugroza and groza ‘threat’, has been conducted by Nesset and Makarova (2022). These constructions are not
directly relevant for the present study, since they are about describing threats, not performing them.

5The full list of constructions under scrutiny is available via the Advanced Search function of the Russian
Constructicon, and the specific subset of Threat constructions with additional annotation for this article is
available at the separate TROLLing post (https://doi.org/10.18710/ZFYCOG).
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How to threaten in Russian: a constructionist approach

The notion of “threat” has attracted the attention of researchers in various research fields,
such as psychology, forensic linguistics, pragmatics, and cognitive linguistics. Research in
the discipline of psychology is mostly concerned with the effect that the speaker wants to
inflict on the addressee. For instance, the goals of the speaker may vary from expressing the
speaker’s anger or scaring the addressee to punishing them for some action or coercing the
addressee into some action that is desirable for the speaker (cf. Tedeschi et al., 1971; Bonoma
& Tedeschi, 1973; Sinaceur & Neale, 2005). Psychologists also investigate the power imbal-
ance between participants in situations of threat (cf. Harris, 1984; Culpeper, 1996). Forensic
linguists are interested in identifying a threat in an utterance, since the perception of threat
is a matter of interpretation (cf. Shuy, 1993; Fraser, 1998; Tiersma & Solan, 2012; Baranov,
2013; Gales, 2015). Research in pragmatics deals with the speech acts of threatening (in-
troduced and revised by Austin, 1962 and Searle, 1969) and their interpretations (Nicoloff,
1989; Blanco Salgueiro, 2010; Muschalik, 2018), as well as the politeness strategies involved
in such speech acts (cf. Limberg, 2009). Within Cognitive linguistics relative research has
focused on the verbs for threatening in English, Dutch, and Spanish (cf. Langacker, 2000;
Verhagen, 1995 and Cornillie, 2004). The grammaticalization patterns of verbs for threaten-
ing have received considerable attention (cf. Heine and Miyashita 2007 and 2008; Narrog
& Heine, 2021). Although these approaches shed important light on the notion of “threat”,
they are not directly relevant for my research, which focuses on the linguistic constructions
that are used to perform threats in Russian, in particular their semantics and their relations
to other constructions.

3 Alinguistic model of threat in Russian

The situation of threatening another person includes two participants who are in an asym-
metric relationship: the THREATENER and the THREATENEE.® The THREATENER imposes a threat
on the THREATENEE in a speech act, so the THREATENER usually represents the speaker and
the THREATENEE — the interlocutor. Like psychologists who have studied threats (cf. Watts,
1991), I consider the relationship between the THREATENER and the THREATENEE to be asym-
metric because one participant in this situation has power over another, thus being able to
turn a potential threat into a real action. Even the notion of pustaja ugroza ‘empty threat’
arguably testifies to this power asymmetry: it implies that ugroza ‘threat’ without any speci-
fications is usually loaded with Content, and therefore, that the THREATENER is normally able
to carry out the action that (s)he promised in the threat.” In special cases, we may consider
threatening a sign of weakness and an ultimate act of self-defense by the speaker, which
makes it questionable if the THREATENER necessarily has more power than the THREATENEE
or if it can be the other way round. However, even in special situations where threats may
not be backed up by the power to turn them into action, the relation between the THREAT-
ENER and the THREATENEE is asymmetric, although in such cases it is the THREATENEE that is

6Alternatively, these two participants are called in the literature the SENDER/SPEAKER and the ADDRESSEE (cf.
Fraser, 1998), the SOURCE and the TARGET (cf. Bonoma & Tedeschi, 1973; Muschalik, 2018). For the purposes
of the present article, I will use THREATENER and THREATENEE, since these terms are self-explanatory and do
not coincide with widely used semantic roles, which otherwise might have led to ambiguity.

"The notion of pustye obescanija ‘empty promises’ employs the same metaphor. In many respects, promises
and threats are similar speech acts that differ in the polarity value of the effect that they have on the addressee:
positive for promises and negative for threats. Notice that dictionary definitions of ugroza ‘threat’ typically
use words meaning ‘promise’ in the explanation, as mentioned in Sect. 2. However, while the verb obescat’
‘promise’ serves as a performative in Russian, ugrozat’ ‘threaten’ does not normally have this function.
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Content Content

>

Action
(specific punishment)

A 7

Fig.1 The structure of the Content of threat with two sub-components (Promise and Action). The left portion
illustrates a situation where both Promise and Action are expressed, while the right portion illustrates an
underspecified situation where only Promise is expressed

more powerful. It seems reasonable to conclude that a threat always involves an asymmetric
relationship between the participants.
A simple and straightforward example of a threat is (2):®

2) Ub'-ju tebja, ja tebja ub'-ju!
kill-ruT.1sG ~ you.acCc LNom you.acc kill-FUT.1SG
‘[1] will kill you, I will kill you’

In example (2), the THREATENER makes a promise to kill the THREATENEE. However, in most
cases constructions have more complex semantics, such as the construction analyzed by
Letucij (Sect. 2). In a thorough analysis of such constructions, we need to consider the two
participants (THREATENER and THREATENEE), but in addition I propose to distinguish between
three semantic components of the threat:

1) The Cause of the threat (the undesired action of the THREATENEE that the THREAT-
ENER does not approve and wants to stop or punish for)’

2) The Condition to avoid the threat (the desired action of the THREATENEE that
the THREATENER suggests doing instead or the undesired potential action that the
THREATENEE should avoid doing in the future)

3) The Content of the threat (what the THREATENER promises to do to the THREATENEE.
This action is supposed to affect the THREATENEE in a negative way)

a. Action (i.e. what exactly the THREATENER will do to the THREATENEE if (s)he
does not obey)
b. Promise (i.e. the promise to affect the THREATENEE in a negative way)

Content is a complex component that can be analyzed as consisting of two sub-components,
which I suggest calling “Action” and “Promise”. My data suggests that a construction can
include both sub-components as in the example (2), where the THREATENER promises to carry
out the action of killing, or only include Promise as in the examples (3)—(4) below. Having
only one sub-component, therefore, makes a threat underspecified. I have not found any
clear examples where the Action is present but not the Promise. Both attested scenarios are
illustrated in Fig. 1.

The distinctions between the two sub-components of Content are not always clear-cut.
Prioritizing Promise over Action can be strategic for the THREATENER in order to leave the
details of the threat to the imagination of the THREATENEE. Discussing the pragmatics of

8This construction is not included in the Russian Constructicon because it lacks a lexical anchor, while the
slots are rather broad.

9The terms “cause” and “content” are coined by Letucij (2007) in Russian (“pri¢ina ugrozy” and “soderzanie
ugrozy” respectively). For the purposes of the present study, I use my own English translations: Cause and
Content.
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Promise is, however, beyond the scope of the present study. It is also an open question of
how many components of threat are present in the minds of speakers, therefore, I can only
limit myself to what components are expressed linguistically. In this paper, I discuss which
components can be omitted and which are overtly expressed. While analyzing which com-
ponents are present, I only look at the sentence that contains the construction and mostly
do not analyze the larger context. The context can be surrounding sentences or a situational
context, such as gestures, etc.

In order to clarify let us consider two examples. In example (3) the construction of threat
includes the THREATENER (Ja), the THREATENEE (febe), the Content (dam) and the Cause (tak
sebja vesti). Admittedly, the Content here is rather abstract: the THREATENER simply indicates
that (s)he will punish the THREATENEE but does not specify how. Arguably, therefore, only
one sub-component (Promise) of Content is present here. The Cause identifies a previous or
ongoing behavior of the THREATENEE that the THREATENER does not approve of and wants to
stop or prevent from happening again.

(3)  PronPers-Nom PronPers-Dat dat’ VP-Inf!'?
Ja tebe dam tak sebja ves-ti!
INnom  you.par give.FUT.ISG  so self behave-INF
‘Don’t you dare behave like that!’

Another construction where a concrete Content is not specified is (4):

“ Cl, ne to smotri(te) (u menja)!

Dolzen  vernu-t'-sja do desjat-i, ne to smotr-i
must.M  return-INF-REFL  until ten-GEN NEG that look-IMP.SG
u menja!

at [.GEN

“You must come back before ten, or it will be bad for you!’

In example (4), the Content (smotri) simply indicates that the negative consequences will
reach the THREATENEE, but the THREATENER does not verbalize what exactly will happen. Here
again the Promise is present, but the Action is not. However, unlike (3), this construction does
not involve a Cause but rather includes the Condition, which is encoded by the first clause.
In (4), coming back before ten is what the THREATENEE must do in order to avoid the Content
of the threat.

The examples discussed above show that we need to consider three components of the
relationship between the two participants. To capture this, I propose the model in Fig. 2.!! The
two participants of the threat are on opposite sides. The typical power imbalance between

10For schematic representations of constructions, here and elsewhere in this article, I present constructions
following the convention in the Russian Constructicon: the first line contains the name of the construction in
the Russian Constructicon. The name represents the morphosyntactic structure of a construction and consists
of fixed (i.e. anchors) and variable elements (i.e. slots). Standard linguistic abbreviations are used to indicate
grammatical features of slots, and all abbreviations are explained on the website in accordance with Leipzig
Glossing Rules. The second line (italicized) provides a representative illustration of such a construction. The
illustrations are corpus-based, which means that they are simplified or shortened from the original texts in the
RNC. In some cases the illustrations from the Russian Constructicon are followed by other examples from
the RNC. The attribution of examples is then provided.

117 yse the term “model”. An alternative term would be “frame”, or “semantic frame”, since we are dealing
with a knowledge structure that facilitates the understanding of the linguistic constructions related to threats
(Fillmore, 1976). For the purposes of the present study, I will not explore the parallels with frame semantics
since it is not essential to the structure of my argument.
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{conditionJ—{ content J Threatenee

Threat

Threatener [ cause ]

Fig.2 The model of the threat situation

the participants is reflected by the relative size of the two circles in the model. The large
rectangle between the participants represents the threat proper, i.e., the relationship between
the participants. The smaller rectangles inside denote the three components of the threat.
The arrows between the rectangles symbolize the relationships between the components.
The Content usually appears as a reaction to the Cause and Condition, so the Content is
located to the right and the arrow is directed from the Cause through the Condition to the
Content. The Cause and the Condition are opposed as real vs. hypothetical actions that are
related to the Content.

As I will show in Sect. 5 below, it is possible to express all three components in one
construction. However, this is more an exception than a rule. Therefore, the next step is to
find out what the attested combinations of components are. Furthermore, we must ask how
the various attested combinations affect the meaning of the threat, and how each component
is expressed. The next sections are devoted to a detailed analysis of the model. However,
before we turn to the central part of the model (the three components of threats) in Sect. 5,
it is necessary to discuss the participants. This is the topic of Sect. 4.

4 How are the participants of a threat expressed?

The participants of threats can be expressed in various ways in Russian. In this section I will
explore the lexical and morphological patterns that encode the THREATENER and the THREAT-
ENEE. The first distinction we must make is whether a participant is encoded as a separate
lexeme or not. The lexemes in question are typically personal pronouns of the 1st person for
the THREATENER and of the 2nd person for the THREATENEE.

5) Ub'-ju tebja, ja tebja ub'-ju!"?
kill-FuT.1sG ~ you.acc ILNoM  you.acc  Kkill-FUT.1sG
1] will kill you, I will kill you’

In (5), the THREATENER is expressed with the personal pronoun ja ‘I’ in the Nominative
case and the THREATENEE is expressed with the personal pronoun febja ‘you’ in the Accusative
case.

Four logical combinations for expression of the participants are possible. Table 1 gives an
overview of the possibilities for lexical encoding of the THREATENER and the THREATENEE by
means of pronouns.'® “+ pronoun” indicates that the participant is encoded with a personal
pronoun, while “— pronoun” shows the lack of a pronoun for the participant. Check marks
show what combinations are attested for the constructions of threat in Russian.

12This is the same construction as in (2), reproduced here for the reader’s convenience.

13The threat constructions are most common in colloquial speech between two persons, therefore they nor-
mally have personal pronouns as slots for the participants. However, in some cases other noun phrases can be
present instead of the pronouns.
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Table 1 The possibility of
encoding the THREATENER and the THREATENEE + pronoun — pronoun
THREATENEE with personal THREATENER

pronouns

+ pronoun v v
— pronoun v v

As shown, all 4 combinations are attested: both the THREATENER and the THREATENEE are
expressed by a pronoun in (6), one or the other of them in (7) and (8), while in (9) neither
participant is overtly expressed by a personal pronoun.

(6) PronPers-Nom u menja do-Verb-sja!
Oni u menja do-pryga-jut-sja! [THREATENER and THREATENEE as pronouns]
they.NOM at [.GEN COMPL-jump-FUT.3PL-REFL
‘They will get the punishment for it!”

(7)  NP-Dat Cop kryska/konec/kranty/kirdyk/kaput/kajuk'*
Nu vsé, vam krysk-a! [THREATENEE as a pronoun]
well all you.par lid-Nom.sG
‘Well, that’s it, you’re done for!’

®) po-Verb-Imp escé (mne/u menja)!
Po-govor-i mne  escé! [THREATENER as a pronoun|
DELIM-talk-IMP.SG ~ L.DAT  also
‘Don’t you dare talk like that!’

9 tol’ko poprobovat’-Imp/pust’ (PronPers-3) tol'’ko poprobovat’-Fut.3 VP-Inf!
Tol'ko poprobuj ne  prij-ti vovremja!
[no pronouns for THREATENER Or THREATENEE]
only try.MP.SG NEG come-INF in_time
‘Don’t you dare be late!’

The participants can also be encoded morphologically by means of agreement affixes on
verbs.

(10)  znat'-Fut, kak VP-Ipfv.Inf!
Bud-es' zna-t', kak  ubega-t' ot roditel-ej!
be-FUT.2sG know-INF how run-INF from parent-GEN.PL
“You’ll know it’s bad to run away from your parents!’

In (10), the THREATENEE is encoded in the affix of the verb, which is in the 2nd person singular.
The THREATENER is not expressed with a pronoun either, but one can interpret the speaker
of the utterance. I consider this encoding of the speaker to be a “no marking” strategy since
there is no lexeme or morpheme that expresses the THREATENER in the construction.

14The slash sign indicates that the construction has alternative variants, and the parentheses indicate that an
element is optional. It is a constructicographical question whether we should treat the versions of a construction
as separate entries or not. In the Russian Constructicon, constructions with optional and alternating elements
are often placed in one entry if they are semantically close. For the convenience of the readers, I do not change
the morphosyntactic formulae from the ones that are present in the Russian Constructicon.
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Fig.3 Marking strategies of = //"’*’\ S

participants in constructions of / / \\ // N\

threat [ double \ / either lexical or \‘\ ‘(/ Ho \
| marking | | morphological || paping

\ marking /

\\\,_/» / \\W/ //

\\\777//

maximal marking no marking

Even when expressed by pronouns, the THREATENER is not always the subject of the sen-
tence and the THREATENEE is not always the direct object. The THREATENER can be expressed
by a personal pronoun of the first person in the Nominative, Dative or Genitive case, as in
the examples (5), (8), and (6) respectively. The pronoun in the Genitive case is used with the
preposition u ‘at’. The THREATENEE can be expressed by a personal pronoun of the second
person in the Nominative, Dative or Accusative case, as in the examples (6), (7), and (5),
respectively. If the THREATENEE is not expressed by a pronoun, it is encoded in the verb (i.e.,
as a suffix) that can be in the imperative form or in the future tense form, as exemplified in
(9) and (10). If the THREATENER is not expressed by a pronoun, it is assumed that the speaker
is the THREATENER.

The marking strategies are summarized in Fig. 3. The circles symbolize each strategy,
while the line with end nodes shows that they tend to form a scale from a more explicit way
of encoding to a less explicit one.

Double marking is a combination of lexical marking by means of a pronoun and mor-
phological marking by means of an affix, as in examples (5)—(6). In (5), the THREATENER is
encoded both with a personal pronoun, i.e. lexically, and in the affix of the verb, i.e. mor-
phologically. In (6), it is the THREATENEE that is marked both lexically and morphologically.
While in (6) the pronoun is an obligatory part of the construction, in (5) one can easily drop
the pronoun with no changes in the meaning of the whole construction. This is, however, a
regular syntactic feature of first-person pronouns and Russian verbs in the indicative. The
double marking is more explicit than either lexical or morphological marking since it marks
the meaning twice: both with an affix and a lexeme.

An interesting peculiarity of threat constructions is a possible mismatch between the lexi-
cal and morphological encoding within one construction. In (11), the THREATENEE is lexically
marked with a personal pronoun of the second person, while morphologically it is marked
with the affix of the first person. The syntactic mechanism behind this construction is thor-
oughly analyzed by Letucij (2007).

(11)  ja PronPers-Dat VP-Fut!
Ja tebe po-or-u!
ILNOM you.DAT  DELIM-shout-FUT.1SG
‘Don’t you dare shout!”

The discussion so far concerns variation across constructions, but there is also variation
within constructions when it comes to the encoding of the participants. For instance, in (8)
the THREATENER can be absent since mne/u menja is an optional element of the relevant con-
struction, which is marked in the Russian Constructicon with parentheses (). At the same
time, in (9) the THREATENEE can be present as in Pust’ on tol'ko poprobuet ne prijti vovremja!
‘Just let him try being late!’, since this construction involves variation (marked with a slash
“/”). The latter also illustrates that the THREATENEE is not always the interlocutor but can be
a different person in the situation.
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Some of the constructions have clauses or verbal phrases as their slots, which can be filled
with various verb forms and may or may not contain the THREATENER Or THREATENEE. For
instance, the construction

(12) ili VP, ili VP
1li ty eto sdela-es', ili tebe ne  pozdorov-it-sja!
or you.NoM this.Acc.sG do-FUT.2sG or you.DAT NEG feel well-FUT.3SG-REFL
[THREATENER as speaker, THREATENEE as personal pronouns in the first clause and
in the second clause]
‘Either you do this, or you’ll be punished!’

creates the threat with a double conjunction i/ ... ili ‘either ... or’, and can have, among
others, the following realizations (12a—12c):

(12a) 1li vy ugomon-ite-s' ili my vas vysl-em
or you.NoM calm_down-FUT.2PL-REFL Or We.NOM yOu.ACC send-FUT.1PL
v Izrail'.

in Israel.Aacc

[P. Ulitin. Ksenofob (1970)]

[THREATENER and THREATENEE as personal pronouns]
‘Either you calm down, or we’ll send you to Israel.

(12b) i v zatkn-es'-sja,
or you.NOM shut up-FUT.2SG-REFL
ili  ja tebe ne doc'!
or ILNom YOU.DAT NEG  daughter.NOM.SG

[N. Nesterova. Papa sutit (2013)]
[THREATENER and THREATENEE as personal pronouns]
‘Either you shut up, or I refuse to be your daughter!’

(12¢) A4 wy ili  vyxod-ite, ili  dokudova-nibud' ber-ite!
and you.NOM or  go Out-IMPPL or somewhere-INDF take-IMP.PL
bazari-l-a s Minin-ym i Pozarsk-im konduktors-a.
talk-PST-F with Minin-INs.sG and PoZarski-INS.SG  conductor-NOM.SG

[A. Eppel’. Neotvoza (1993)]

[THREATENER as speaker, THREATENEE as personal pronoun]|

< “And you must either get yourself a ticket to some destination, or go out!”
told the conductor to Minin and Pozharski.’

Examples (12a) and (12b) contain the verbs in the form of future tense and second person,
while (12¢) has two imperative verb forms. The THREATENEE is encoded with a personal
pronoun in all three sentences, whereas the THREATENER can be missing, as in (12c) where
the THREATENER is named in a subsequent clause. Constructions like (12), where the mor-
phosyntactic formulae of the constructions in the Russian Constructicon do not indicate how
the participants are encoded, are not included in Table 1. Examples like (12) testify to the
flexibility of the Russian language when it comes to the expression of the participants in
constructions of threat. To summarize, we have seen that there is considerable variation in
expressing the participants since one or both participants can be omitted. We now turn to the
relationship between participants.
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Fig.4 Attested combinations of 3 components: Cause, Condition, and Content

5 How are the components of threat expressed?

As suggested in Sect. 3, the situation of threatening in Russian can include three components
— the Cause, the Condition, and the Content. These components can interact within one con-
struction to create a certain meaning or yield pragmatic implications. In the following, I
explore the patterns that emerge from my data.

Figure 4 summarizes the combinations of components of threat that are attested in con-
structions in the Russian Constructicon. Circles with minus signs indicate the absence of a
component. The rounded rectangle serves as a schema for component combinations that all
overtly express the Content. The rectangles to the right from the general schema represent
an extension where the Content is missing, and either the Cause or the Condition is present.
The extension relationship is represented as a dotted arrow. Numbers in parentheses give the
distribution of threat constructions in the Russian Constructicon in raw numbers.'> Although
these numbers are not very high, they suggest that the combinations are of similar frequency,
except for the maximal combination “Cause + Condition + Content”, that is only attested
in two constructions.

5.1 Content

The first option is to express only the Content of the threat. The action that the speaker
promises to do to an interlocutor can be very concrete, as in (13):

(13) Ub'-ju tebja, Jja tebja ub'-ju 't
kill-FuT.1sG  you.acc INoM  you.acc  kill-FUT.1sG
1] will kill you, I will kill you’

In (13), the THREATENER specifies the action that will happen to the THREATENEE, which is
to kill them. This is expressed by the verb ubju in the future tense. The construction can be
used for a real threat to someone’s life or as a hyperbolization meaning to cause a THREATENEE
some trouble. In this construction, both Promise and Action sub-components are present.

However, the Content is frequently expressed in rather general terms, as in the construc-
tion

15Constructions that have one of the components as an optional element of the construction were counted
only once—with the optional elements.

16 This is the same construction as in (2) and (5), reproduced here for the reader’s convenience.
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(14) NP-Dat Cop kryska/konec/kranty/kirdyk/kaput/kajuk!’
Nu vsé, vam krysk-a!
well all  you.par lid-NOM.SG
‘Well, that’s it, you’re done for!’

Here the Content is encoded by one of the nouns that have the meaning ‘the end of someone’,
implying ‘death’, and are to a larger or lesser degree colloquial. Interestingly, kryska literally
means ‘lid’ (as on a coffin), but metonymically, similarly to the other words that are separated
with the slash sign, means ‘someone’s death’. The Content of the threat in (14) is thus the
same as in (13), insofar as the THREATENER promises to kill the THREATENEE. But in (14) this
Content is only expressed indirectly through metonymy. This construction is also typically
used to hyperbolize a threat.

A threat may be so general and abstract that it almost becomes subtle and implicit, as in
the construction (15a) and its variants (15b-c).

(15a)  escé (u menja) VP-Pfv.Fut
Ty u menja eSce popljas-es'!
you.NoM at I[.GEN also dance-FUT.2sG
‘Just try that again and I’1l give you what for!’

(15b) Potom, uznav, éto Nad-ja ws-l-a  zamuz, zajavi-l:
later know.cvB that Nadja-NOM.SG go-PST-F married claim-PST.M
A vot étogo ty dela-t'"  ne dolzn-a
and here this.GEN  you.NOM do-INF  NEG must-F
by-l-a!  Eto ty zrja. Nu nicego, ja
be-PST-F this.Aacc YOU.NOM in_vain well nothing [.NoMm
vam pomesa-ju, ty menja esce vspomn-is'!
you.DAT bother-FUT.1sG you.NOM [.GEN also remember-FUT.2SG

[G. Artem’eva. Kto kosit travy po nodam (2022)]'8

‘Then, having learned that Nadia got married, he said:

”But you shouldn’t have done that! You did that in vain. Well, never mind, I’ll cause
you trouble, you will remember me one day!”’

(15¢) My im ne dad-im. Vsex na  us-i postav-im.
we.NOoM  they.DAT NEG let-FUT.1PL all.aAcC on ear-ACC.PL  put-FUT.1PL
Oni nas e§¢e  vspomn-jat, bud-ut zna-t', kak
they.N~oM we.AcC  also remember-FUT.3PL  be-FUT.3PL  know-INF  how
na pitersk-ix naezza-t'...
on from_St.-Petersburg-acc.pL  offend-INF

[A. Rybin. Poslednjaja igra (2000)]
‘We won’t let them do this. We will alert everyone. They will remember us one day,
they will know how to offend those who originated in St.-Petersburg...’

As noted by Kustova (2012, p. 360), nothing in the form of the verb vspomn-is' ‘remember-
2.Fut’ indicates the negative assessment of an action of remembering. Kustova highlights

17This is the same construction as in (7), reproduced here for the reader’s convenience.

18The example was retrieved from Google books (https://books.google.comy/). In general, searching in the
RNC for examples of threats is often problematic, as these constructions tend to be colloquial and predomi-
nantly spread within spoken discourse.
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that neither the meaning of threat nor the negative assessment is attested in dictionaries. And
in fact, the verb vspomnis’ ‘remember’ is quite neutral, which is demonstrated by the fact
that the other forms of this verb do not have any negative assessment. This indicates that
the meaning of threat is created by the construction as a whole. The semantic mechanism,
according to Kustova, is based on the following implicature: “I [THREATENER] will do some-
thing bad to you [THREATENEE]. That is why you will remember me”.!° Even though the verb
vspomnis' ‘remember’ refers to the THREATENEE, it metonymically means ‘the things that the
THREATENER Will do and the THREATENEE will remember’, and that is why it can be considered
to be the Content of a threat.

Construction (15), therefore, only contains Promise sub-component of the Content, while
(14) occupies an intermediate position in the system. Constructions of this kind show that it
is possible to convey a threat by just mentioning the Content without elaborating on it. Very
often the Content is mentioned indirectly through metonymy.

A threat can be elaborated in two ways: 1) by adding the Condition to avoid the threat or
2) by adding the Cause for the threat. I will consider these options in turn.

5.2 Condition 4+ Content

The Condition is typically presented in a biclausal construction where the second part ex-
presses the Content of threat, while the first part expresses the alternative action that the
speaker suggests doing, i.e. the Condition. It is implied that if the interlocutor performs the
alternative action instead, the threat will not turn into a real action.?’ Therefore, in the Russian
Constructicon the semantic type Threat here overlaps with the semantic type Condition, as
it combines both meanings in one construction. Consider construction (16) as an example.

(16)  ili VP, ili VP
i ty éeto sdela-es', ili tebe ne  pozdorov-it-sjal*!
or you.NOM this.ACC.SG do-FUT.2SG or you.DAT NEG feel well-FUT.3SG-REFL
‘Either you do this [Condition], or you’ll be punished! [Content]’

Here the THREATENER orders the THREATENEE to do what they want. The THREATENER also
states that the THREATENEE will be punished for not fulfilling their order but does not specify
exactly how (tebe ne pozdorovitsja literally means ‘you will not feel physically well’). The
order is usually given in a strict commanding tone. A more elaborate analysis of the neigh-
borhood of the semantic type Threat is given in Sect. 6, where I will explore the relationship
between threats and related meanings.

The presence of a Condition involved in the meaning of the conjunction a to / a ne to
‘otherwise’, as in construction (17) was pointed out by Podlesskaja (2000), Inkova-Manzotti
(2005, p. 495), and Uryson (2010, pp. 67-69). The Condition here is referred to as a “nega-
tive condition” (Podlesskaja, 2000) since the construction’s meaning can be decomposed as
follows: ‘[One] must come in time, because if they do not do come in time [Condition], they

will face punishment [Content]’.??

190riginally “kogda i poskol'ku ja tebe sdelaju ¢to-to ploxoe, ty menja vspomnis§’ ”, translation mine.

20Gimilar components were described for English speech acts of threatening (cf. Tedeschi et al., 1971; Lim-
berg, 2009 for conditional threats).

21This is the same construction as in (12), reproduced here for the reader’s convenience.

22Qriginally “otricatel'noe uslovie”, translation mine.
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(17) Cl, a (ne) to polucis'/polucite!
Dolzen  prij-ti vovremja, a to poluc-is'!
must.M come-INF in_time and that get-FUT.2sG
“You must come in time [Condition] or I’ll punish you! [Content]’

5.3 Cause + Content

The Cause of threat is an action performed by the interlocutor that the speaker does not
approve. Expressing the Cause may be optional, as in the construction (18a-b): 3

(18) NP-Nom NP-Dat pokazat'-Fut (kak) (VP-Inf)!
a. Ja tebe pokaz-u!
ILNOM  you.DAT  show-FUT.2sG
‘I’1l show you! [Content]’
b. Ja tebe pokaz-u, kak  opazdyva-t' na urok!
Inom  you.paT  show-FUT.2sG  how be late-INF  on lesson.ACcC.SG
‘I’1l show you, what happens [Content] when you are late for class [Cause]’

It may also be obligatory, as in the construction (19).

(19) PronPers-Nom PronPers-Dat dat’ VP-Inf!
Ja tebe dam tak  sebja  ves-ti!
Inom  you.paT giveFUT.1sG  so  self  behave-INF
‘Don’t you dare behave like that!’

The combination of these two components (Cause and Content of threat) often results in a
prohibitive construction. Thus, the threat can be used to stop a person from performing some
undesired activity.

5.4 Cause + Condition 4 Content

So far, we have seen that either one or two components of the threat can be expressed simul-
taneously. But can all three components combine in one construction? The answer is “yes”:
the intersection of the three components (Cause, Condition, and Content) is found in the two
following constructions (20) and (21).

(20) esli (tol'’ko) es¢é raz VP-Fut, Cl

Esli ty escé raz eto sdela-es’,

if you.NoM  also time.NOM.SG  this.Acc.sG ~ do-FUT.2sG

ja N toboj perestan-u razgovariva-t'.
ILnoM  with YOW.INS  StOop-FUT.1SG talk-INF

‘If you do this again, I will stop talking to you forever.’

(21)  es¢é odin NP-Nom —i Cl
Esc¢é  odn-a drak-a — i rebjat zaber-ut v polici-ju.
also one-NoM.F fight-Nom.sG and guy.Acc.pL take-FUT.3PL in police-ACC.SG
‘If the guys get involved in one more fight, they will be taken to the police.’

BThe optional element of construction is indicated by parentheses ().
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These constructions encode that there has been some action made in the past that the speaker
evaluates negatively and does not approve, i.e. that is the Cause. The speaker warns the
interlocutor by providing them with a Condition: if this happens again,?* the Content of
threat will take place.

In other words, the example (20) can be rephrased as follows:

‘you did this in the past [at least once], I do not approve of this. [Cause]
If this happens again [> you should not do this], [Condition]
I will stop talking to you forever’ [Content]

The Cause is not overtly expressed in this construction and comes as an implicature of the
adverbial phrase escé raz ‘one more time’ as follows: ‘if something can happen again, it
must have already happened at least once in the past’, otherwise the speaker would not have
included es¢é raz in the sentence. Only two constructions in the Russian Constructicon si-
multaneously express all three components, while the others omit one of the components. In
other words, to express all three components is possible, but seems to be rather unusual.

5.5 Relation between Cause and Condition

In fact, the Cause and the Condition are very similar as they refer to an action that is linked to
the Content. I argue that these two components should nevertheless be treated separately for
the following reasons. First, while the Cause is a real event that has taken place, the Condition
is a potential event in the future and therefore belongs to the domain of irrealia. Second, at
least in some cases the Cause and the Condition can be clearly separated. Such cases include
situations where the action that the THREATENER does not approve of is irreversible and cannot
be stopped or undone. For example, consider the construction znat'-Fut, kak VP-Ipfv.Inf! in
(22). In this example, the THREATENER’S intention is to punish the THREATENEE for causing
trouble to the co-workers, i.e. for an action that has already happened. Here we are clearly
dealing with the Cause.

(22) znat'-Fut, kak VP-Ipfv.Inf!

Kipjatk-a utr-om ne poluc-is'! Sux-ie

boiling water-GEN.SG ~ morning-INSs.SG NEG  get-FUT.2sG  dry-ACC.PL
makaron-y par-u dn-ej pozu-és’, bud-es' zna-t',
pasta-ACC.PL  pair-ACC.SG ~ day-GEN.PL  chew-FUT.2SG  be-FUT.2SG ~ know-INF
kak  kollektiv-u palk-i v kolés-a vstavija-t'!

how collective-acc.sG  stick-AcC.PL in  wheel-ACC.PL  insert-INF

[A. Rezov. Sledy na snegu (2007)]
“You won’t get boiling water in the morning! You’ll chew dry pasta for a couple of
days, you’ll know how to put spokes in the wheels of the team!’

Third, the Cause is an action that is always evaluated negatively by the THREATENER, while
the Condition can be either positive (23) or negative (24).

24Unlike Conditions of other type (as exemplified in (16) and (17) where the speaker suggests an “appropri-
ate” action for the interlocutor, here the speaker suggests NOT doing a certain action. This is perceived as a
Condition addressed to the interlocutor.
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(23)  VP-Imp, a (ne) to VP-Pfv.Fut

Et-o tak  obidno, cto inogda mne Xxoc-et-sja

this-NoM.SG so  hurtful that sometimes [.DAT  want-PRS.3SG-REFL
vorva-t'-sja s pistolet-om v  kabin-u masinist-a

break in-INF-REFL with pistol-INS.SG in cab-ACC.SG train_driver-GEN.SG

i kriknu-t' emu: Gon-i na Juzn-uju, gad,

and shout-INF he.pDAT drive-IMPSG on Yuzhnaya-ACC.SG.F bastard-NOM.SG
a ne to  ja iz tebja reset-o sdela-ju!

and NEG that INoM  from you.GEN sieve-ACC.SG make-FUT.1SG

[M. Baru. Princip neopredelennosti (2015)]

‘It’s so that sometimes I want to break into the driver’s cab with a pistol and shout to
him: — Drive to Yuzhnaya, you bastard, otherwise I’ll make a sieve out of you!’

This example captures Condition as a positive action that the THREATENEE must carry out.
The THREATENEE here must drive the vehicle to JuZnaja station. This action will help the
THREATENEE not to face the Content of the threat. This type of conditional threats can be
formulated as following: ‘Do X, otherwise I will do Y.

(24)  Cl, v protivnom slu¢ae Cl

Sovetu-ju ne  popada-t-sja mne na glaz-a, v protivn-om
advise-PRS.1SG NEG get-INF-REFL  [.DAT on eye-ACC.PL in opposite-LOC.SG.M
sluca-e vam prid-ét-sja kupi-t'  nov-uju Celjust'.

€ase-LOC.SG yOu.DAT have to-FUT.3SG-REFL buy-INF Nnew-ACC.SG.F jaw.ACC.SG
[R. Nazirov. Dnevnik (1951)]
‘I advise you to stay out of my way, otherwise you will have to buy a new jaw.’

Example (24) captures Condition as a negative action that the THREATENEE is potentially
capable of doing but must avoid in order not to face the Content. As a model, it can be for-
mulated as ‘Do not do X, otherwise I will do Y’. This second option with negative evaluation
resembles the Cause more than the first option where the Condition is positively evaluated.
Although the three issues I have discussed suggest that it is helpful to keep Condition and
Cause distinct, there are borderline cases where it is not straightforward to distinguish be-
tween the two components. One such case is when the undesired action is ongoing. The
THREATENER’S intention then is twofold: to stop an action that (s)he evaluates as negative and
to prevent it from happening again. Example (25) can refer to a situation where a THREATE-
NEE has already tried to interfere in the kolxoz business in which case we are dealing with
a Cause. However, another possible interpretation is that the THREATENER suspects that the
THREATENEE can potentially interfere in the future. Under this interpretation we are dealing
with a Condition rather than a Cause.

(25) VP-Imp, a (ne) to VP-Pfv.Fut

A v kolxozn-ye del-a ty ne suj

and in kolkhoz-Acc.PL  business-ACC.PL yOU.NOM NEG put.IMP.SG
nos-a, a ne to my ego tebe
nose-GEN.sG and NEG  that we.NOoM he.Acc YOU.DAT

Zivo ottjapa-em!

lively remove-FUT. | PL

[M. Soloxov. Podnjataja celina (1932)]
‘And don’t poke your nose into kolkhoz affairs, otherwise we’ll chop it off!”

For the purposes of classification in the present study, I apply the following rules. If we
are dealing with a potential event in the future, I classify this as a Condition. If there is a
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clear indication that the relevant action is ongoing, I treat this as a Cause. If there is a clear
indication that the action happened before and should not be repeated in the future, I classify
these examples as both a Cause (referring to what happened before) and a Condition (what
should not be repeated in the future), as in constructions (20) and (21) above.

5.6 Cause or Condition alone

Finally, 7 constructions from the semantic type Threat overtly only express either the Cause
of the threat or the Condition, whereas the actual threat appears as an implicature. Consider
example (26):

(26) po-Verb-Imp e$¢é (mne/u menja)!?
Po-govor-i mne  eScé!
DELIM-talk-IMP.SG ~ L.DAT  also
‘Don’t you dare talk like that (in my sphere of influence)!’

The verb denotes an undesired activity that is currently performed by the interlocutor. The
personal pronoun mne/u menja encodes the speaker, while the presence of the interlocutor
is implied from the imperative verb form. The adverb esc¢é has an emphatic function in this
construction. It might also be interpreted in its quantitative meaning as ‘talking more/again’,
similar to (23). While there is no Content of threat expressed overtly, the construction still
functions as a construction of threat, as well as a prohibitive construction. The situation is
similar in example (27):

27 tol'’ko poprobovat'-Imp/pust’ (PronPers-3) tol’ko poprobovat'-Fut.3 VP-Inf12®
Tol'ko  poprobuj  ne prij-ti vovremja!
only try.IMP.SG NEG COMe-INF in_time
‘Don’t you dare be late!’

However, unlike (26), the action here, i.e. not coming in time, can only be interpreted as
hypothetical. The speaker suspects that the interlocutor can be late and warns him or her
about it. The verb in the imperative form thus indicates the Condition, while the Content is
neither present as a promise nor as an action. The construction has nevertheless a flavor of
threat that comes as an implicature from the speaker’s warning.

In this section, I have shown the 6 combinations of meanings that are attested in Russian
constructions for performing threats. It turns out that the speakers’ main strategy for threats
is to be less than 100% explicit: threats in Russian are typically represented indirectly in con-
structions. I have identified several mechanisms for the speaker to be indirect. In most cases
one or two components of a threat are left out. The most prominent component is the Con-
tent, which is present in most threat constructions. In some constructions, it can be enough
to overtly express only a Cause or a Condition. The Cause and the Condition are closely
related components, and it can be hard to distinguish between them in some contexts. The
components that are not overtly expressed in the construction are often involved through
metonymy. All this indicates that the THREATENER prefers to be vague and hint about the out-
come that the THREATENEE will face. An alternative strategy to being vague is an exaggerated
threat: the THREATENER can hyperbolize the outcome, so that the threat becomes more solid
and intense.

25This is the same construction as in (8), reproduced here for the reader’s convenience.

20This is the same construction as in (9), reproduced here for the reader’s convenience.
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6 The neighborhood of Threat: how are constructions related?

In the Russian Constructicon, a construction may carry several semantic tags. Alongside the
semantic type Threat, the constructions under scrutiny are tagged with 14 other semantic
tags to represent additional semantic properties. Exploration of the connections between the
types allows us to investigate the relationships between constructions of Threat and other
semantic types, such as Prohibitive, Condition, Apprehension, etc. This “neighborhood” of
Threat can serve as a model for the relationships between constructions in a language. In the
following, I propose that two relationships are important, which I refer to as “Overlap” and
“Disambiguation in context”.

Since a constructicon in Construction Grammar is perceived as a large network of con-
structions in a language, the “constructional relationships” (Diessel, 2019) in a language have
received considerable attention in recent years. Researchers distinguish between vertical, or
hierarchical, and horizontal, or lateral, relationships.

Vertical relationships are often described via a family metaphor, i.e., the parent—child
relationship between two or more constructions (cf. Lyngfelt, 2018, p. 7). In a family of con-
structions, one may consider the “macro-construction”, “meso-construction” and “micro-
construction” levels (Traugott 2008a and 2008b) that are connected by means of vertical
relationships. The macro-constructions are perceived as rather abstract and general syntac-
tic or morphosyntactic patterns, while meso- and micro-constructions are more specific.
In Langacker’s (2008, pp. 17-18) terminology, meso-constructions are “instantiations” of
macro-constructions, since the meso-constructions are fully compatible, but more specific
than macro-constructions. Micro-constructions are in turn more specific instantiations of
meso-constructions.

While vertical relationships focus on structural or syntactic similarities between construc-
tions, horizontal (also referred to as “lateral”, “paradigmatic” or “alternation/allostructional”,
cf. Goldberg, 2002; Cappelle, 2006) relationships arguably focus on semantic similarities “at
approximately the same level of abstraction” (Endresen et al., forthcoming). This means that
constructions share a common, nearly identical meaning but may vary structurally. Alterna-
tion between constructions has recently become a matter of particular interest in Construc-
tion Grammar, suggesting that horizontal relationships are as important as vertical ones (cf.
Grafmiller et al., 2018; Nesset & Janda, 2023). Endresen et al. (forthcoming) propose a nu-
clear VS. extended family opposition for the vertical VS. horizontal relationships. While the
nuclear family consists of parent(s) and child(ren), the extended family includes more distant
relatives, such as cousins (reflecting constructions that have some syntactic resemblance) and
in-laws (reflecting constructions that are “syntactically unrelated but semantically similar”).

Figure 5 illustrates two types of relationships that I have identified for constructions of the
semantic type Threat. The first type can be perceived as a horizontal relationship, while the
second one is based on structural similarity on a higher level of abstraction. However, I argue
that constructions of this type also share a common semantic schema that I will elaborate on
in this section.

In Fig. 5, the gray ovals represent constructions with open slots on the meso- and macro-
level of abstraction, while white ovals represent more specific “child” constructions on the
micro-level; these are items where the slots are filled with lexemes. The numbers in the ovals
correspond to examples in the text. Solid lines symbolize inheritance links from a construc-
tional or semantic schema to a construction on a more specific level. The semantic schema,
i.e., the generalized meaning of a construction, is represented with a rounded rectangle. Dot-
ted lines between constructions show the semantic similarity between constructions of the
same level of abstraction.

I will refer to the two types as “Overlap” and “Disambiguation in context”.
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Fig.5 The neighborhood relationships of Threat

Overlap

Constructions of the first type are arguably more widespread in the Russian Constructicon.
They possess two or more semantic tags since one realization of the construction can belong
to two semantic types at the same time. For example, the speaker can combine the meanings
of Threat and Causation (with its subtype Direct) in one construction:

(28) a nu bystro VP-Imp!
A nu bystro delaj domasn-ee zadani-e!
and well quickly do.mpsG home-AcCc.N task-AcC.SG
‘Well, do your homework quickly!’

In (28), the threat is used as a tool to coerce the THEATENEE into a desired action for the
THREATENER. The THREATENER encodes the desired action with the verb in the imperative
form. The desired action thus sounds like a command that the speaker gives the interlocutor
or a group of people in a strict, peremptory tone. No matter how one fills the slots of this
construction, the resulting utterance will still reflect the semantics of both tags — Causation
(stating encouragement to perform an action) and Threat (implying that the THREATENER can
punish the THREATENEE for disobedience). The combination of the two (Cause and Content)
components of threat often results in a prohibitive construction, such as (29):

(29) PronPers-Nom PronPers-Dat dat’ VP-Inf!?’
Ja tebe dam tak  sebja  ves-ti!
INnom  you.paT give.FUT.1sG  so  self  behave-INF
‘Don’t you dare behave like that!’

This sentence focuses on an undesired action (tak sebja vesti ‘behave like that’). On the one
hand, the sentence is interpreted as a threat since the speaker tries to scare the interlocutor into
changing their behavior. On the other hand, this example is also understood as a prohibition,
whereby the speaker exerts their power to eliminate the unwanted behavior. The prevention

27This is the same construction as in (3) and (22), reproduced here for the reader’s convenience.
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of an undesired action is the primary objective of threatening constructions of this kind.
Thus, (29) can express both a threat and a prohibition, and therefore it bears two semantic
tags: Threat and Prohibition with its subtype Prohibitive. A slightly different type of overlap
can be observed in (30).

(30) ja PronPers-Dat VP-Fut!?
Ja tebe po-or-u!
ILNOM you.DAT DELIM-shout-FUT.1sG
‘Don’t you dare shout!”

In total this construction has three semantic tags to reflect its complex semantics. Similar to
(29), this construction bears the semantic tags Threat and Prohibition (subtype Prohibitive).
However, it also has the tag Non-standard subject with its subtype Non-standard subject
marking. This tag can be attributed to the structural properties of the construction: while
typically the syntactic subject of a sentence is also the agent of an action, ja ‘I’ is actually
not the person who is performing an action, i.e. shouting. This mismatch between the lexical
and morphological encoding within one construction was discussed in Sect. 4.

Structurally, constructions (28)—(30) do not have a shared parent construction on a higher
level of abstraction.?’ What they share is the meaning of Threat that is involved in all three
constructions and is accompanied with additional meanings: Prohibition, Causation, and
Non-standard subject marking.

Overall, it is possible to postulate the similarity of constructions (28)—(30) if one compares
them directly (cf. Langacker, 1987). In Langacker’s terms, one item is a “prototype”, and
another is an “extension”. The prototype and the extension possess some common features
that can be observed on the same level. These features, however, can be extracted to create
a more abstract “schema”. For instance, in the category of fruit, an apple is a prototype and
a tomato is an extension. Both belong to the “fruit” schema. Similarly, for our constructions
one has to extract common semantic features that contribute to a semantic schema, such as
“Threat” or “Prohibition”. These schemas are represented as semantic tags in the Russian
Constructicon (cf. semantic classification in Endresen et al., forthcoming).

Disambiguation in context

The second type of relationship shown in Fig. 5 is less common and is associated with a set
of constructions that are united by vertical relations. This type contains constructions with a
broad and rather schematic syntactic structure. Their structure is so general and abstract that
when filled with specific lexemes it greatly varies in meaning and function. Interestingly, the
meanings can even be antonymous as in Threat and Apprehension. Compare constructions
(31) and (32a-b):

31 Cl, a (ne) to polugis'/poluéite!°
Dolzen  prij-ti vovremja, a to poluc-is'!
must.M come-INF in_time and that get-FUT.2sG
“You must come in time, or I’ll punish you!’

28This is the same construction as in (13), reproduced here for the reader’s convenience.

29 (29) resembles (30), and one might suggest considering one of them a “parent”, more abstract construction,
and another one a “child”, more specific construction. Although both constructions boil down to the following
structure PronPers-Nom PronPers-Dat VP-Fut, (29) is more specific in the verbal slot (dat'-Fut with a subor-
dinate slot VP-Inf) and (30) is more specific in the first pronominal slot (ja). It is therefore impossible to say
which of the two constructions is more specific. Moreover, the Agents of the slots VP-Fut (in 30) and dat’-Fut
(in 29) do not match, which makes it problematic to consider them parallel.

30This is the same construction as in (17). For the practical purposes, I put it here as well.
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(32) VP-Imp, a (ne) to VP-Pfv.Fut®!
a.  Otkroj, a ne to vb'-ju dver'!
open.IMP.SG and NEG that smash-FUT.1SG  door.ACC.SG
[A. Paskevi¢. Sim pobedisi (2013)]
‘Open the door, or I’ll smash it!” [Threat]

b. [ objazatel'no  nadevaj Sarf,
and necessarily  put on.IMP.SG  scarf.ACC.SG
a ne to prostud-is'-sja.
and NEG that catch_cold-FUT.2SG-REFL

[E. Xanga. Pro vse (2000)]
‘And don’t forget to put a scarf on, or you’ll catch cold.” [Apprehension]

Example (31) can only be interpreted as a Threat, since a (ne) to polucis'/polucite is a fixed
(“anchor”) part of the construction, which can only be used if the speaker is dissatisfied with
the actions of the interlocutor and aims to punish them for these actions, i.e the typical threat
situation. However, (32) has two open slots that can be filled with various Content depending
on the intention of the speaker. While example (32a) clearly expresses a threat since the
speaker intends to harm the interlocutor, example (32b) shows quite the opposite: instead of
aiming to harm a person, the speaker shows their care towards another person and warns them
not to get sick. The resulting construction rather belongs to the semantic type Apprehension.
Therefore, constructions (32a) and (32b) share a common syntactic structure: two clauses
connected with the conjunction a (ne) o, but they also share a common semantic meaning,
which can be formulated as “a negative consequence for the interlocutor”. This meaning is
further specified in exact contexts depending on the fillers of the slots. The shared semantic
meaning and syntactic structure can be considered a “constructional” schema, as opposed to
“semantic” schema for the constructions of the first type in Fig. 5 that lack a shared structure.

The examples above show that the notion of threat is closely connected to the notion of
apprehension and warning. While the threat focuses on the Content of threat, i.e. a negatively
evaluated action imposed by the speaker on the addressee, the apprehension emphasizes the
consequence of the addressee’s action. The consequence is also a negatively evaluated action
imposed on the addressee, but this action happens independently of the speaker’s will or
control.

To summarize, both Overlap and Disambiguation in context types of relationship are re-
lated in terms of the same cognitive mechanisms that they employ. In Langacker’s terms,
those mechanisms are “extension” and “instantiation” relationships. The speaker makes a
direct comparison between two or more entities and extracts a shared part, which is usually
more abstract.

The extracted meanings in both types serve as a “semantic schema” that is shared by two
or more constructions. Combined with a syntactic schema in Disambiguation, it becomes a
“constructional schema”, while in Overlap there is no shared syntactic structure.

Overlap in two or more meanings usually involves constructions within the same level
of abstraction, in our case, the meso-level. Disambiguation is an example of constructional
polysemy that is only resolved in a specific context. Therefore, disambiguation exists across
two different levels, namely, when the speaker makes an abstract construction more specific.

31This is the same construction as in (23). For the practical purposes, I put it here as well.
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7 Concluding remarks

In this paper I have analyzed 27 constructions in Russian that are used to express threats.
On the basis of the Russian Constructicon, a database of more than 2200 constructions, I
have investigated what constitutes a threat in Russian and how threats are related to other
constructions.

My contribution can be summarized as follows. First, we have seen that speakers of Rus-
sian use completely different linguistic means for describing threats as opposed to those used
to perform them. The verbs ugrozat' and grozit' ‘threaten’, which are commonly used for de-
scribing threats, normally do not function as performatives. Second, it has been shown that
there is no specific syntactic or lexical pattern for expressing threats: constructions of threat
come in many shapes and are usually indirect or underspecified. Third, I have argued that a
threat is a complex relationship between two participants, which I refer to as the THREATENER
and the THREATENEE. The participants are in a power imbalance, and are usually represented
as personal pronouns, which are, however, frequently omitted. Fourth, I have suggested that
semantically this relationship consists of three components: Cause (the undesired action of
the THREATENEE that the THREATENER does not approve and wants to stop), Condition (the
desired action of the THREATENEE that the THREATENER suggests doing instead), and Content
(what the THREATENER promises to do to the THREATENEE). Sixth, it has been demonstrated
that although all three components can be overtly expressed, usually at least one of them is
omitted. In most cases, the Content is present, but in some cases the Cause or the Condition
alone suffices to convey a threat. Seventh, the neighborhood of Threat has been shown to
be extensive and diverse: constructions of Threat are related to 14 other semantic types that
belong to a number of different semantic classes of constructions.

In addition to shedding new light on constructions in Russian my article has theoretical
implications for Construction Grammar. [ have argued that lateral relationships between con-
structions can be of two types, which I refer to as “Overlap” and “Disambiguation in context”.
The former involves a semantic schema, while the latter is about a constructional schema. Al-
though these two types are different, both can be described in terms of Langacker’s extension
and instantiation relationships.

Last but not least, my study testifies to the value of the Russian Constructicon as a basis
for linguistic analysis. The rich classification in the Constructicon facilitates detailed analysis
of semantic types of constructions, such as threats. At the same time, the thorough analysis
I propose provides new insights that can be incorporated into the Russian Constructicon.
Similar studies of other semantic types of constructions will no doubt be beneficial for the
Russian Constructicon and provide new insights about the Russian language. It would also be
interesting to compare the situation in Russian with threatening strategies in other languages,
ultimately targeting a typology of threat constructions. However, such studies are beyond the
scope of the present article.
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