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1
THE CATEGORY OF ASPECT

In one sense the Russian verb presents a very simple structural picture,
since it possesses only two sets of tense forms, a past and a present (e.g.
mEcan, mucajna etc,, and muury, OMINerns etc.) or a past and a ‘future’
(e.g. mamucas, Hanucana etc., and manwumry, Hamuments etc.). This may
be contrasted with, for instance, English or French, in both of which a
large variety of tense or tense-and-mood forms exist, e.g. ‘wrote’, ‘did
write’, ‘was writing’, ‘have written’, ‘write’, ‘am writing’, ‘shall write’
etc., or ‘jécrivis’, ‘jécrivais’, ‘j’ai écrit’, ‘j’écris’, ‘j’écrirai’ etc. Onthe
other hand, the Russian verb possesses a complexity which is lacking in
English or French, since generally speaking there exist two parallel sets
of verb forms carrying identical lexical meaning, i.e. denoting one and
the same type of action. Thus, corresponding to the set of forms in
English illustrated above, which are generally referred to collectively as
‘the verb fo write’, Russian has two sets of forms: imperfective—mucan,
ALY, ALY, THcATh etc.~—and perfective—Hamucas, HaIMILy, HATAILIH,
Hanucath etc. (Whether these two sets of forms should be considered as
two separate verbs or as components of a single lexeme—varieties of
‘the same verb’—remains a controversial question which need not
interest us here.! I shall refer to them indifferently as, e.g. ‘the verb
nucaTh/HanucaTh’, ‘the pair of verbs mucats/HammcaTsh’—the imper-
fective member of the pair always being given first—or as ‘the verb
nucath!’ and ‘the verb mamucaTth?’. The superscript letters ! and P are
used throughout to draw attention to the aspect of the verb under con-
sideration in a given example.)

Every time a Russian-speaker has to refer to an action for which in
English some form of the verb ‘to write” would be used, he must choose
a form either of mucates or of mamucarts. It is the criteria of choice
between these two possibilities which constitute the category of verbal
aspect. This category is characteristic of all the Slavonic languages.
Since such a pairing of verbs does not exist in English grammar (although
English is capable of expressing by other means distinctions in meaning
similar to those expressed by aspect in Russian) the usage of the Russian

1 A detailed discussion of this question appears in Maslov, 1959: 167-72, with the
conclusion that perfective and imperfective forms which express identical lexical
meaning must be considered forms of one verb.
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2] THE CATEGORY OF ASPECT

verb is undoubtedly the most difficult feature of Russian grammar for
English-speakers learning the language. As a result it has often been
asserted that verbal aspect is a mystery which no non-Slav can hope to
master, since it seems capricious and dependent upon the ‘subjective
choice’ of the Russian speaker or writer. It is true that there frequently
is freedom for the individual’s ‘subjective choice’ of aspectual form in
Russian (just as in English there frequently exists freedom of choice
between, for instance, the simple past or past continuous) but the impor-
tance of this feature has been greatly exaggerated. There is a logical
basis underlying the choice of aspect. A Russian selects one or other
form for some (albeit unconscious) reason, and the relationship between
the aspects depends upon an opposition of meanings and grammatical
functions which constitutes part of the system of the Russian verb. The
essential thing is to establish the nature of this opposition, and that will
be our purpose in the first chapter.

1.1 Traditional Definitions

While it is agreed that in general Russian verbs exist in aspectual pairs,
there has been considerable disagreement among linguists as to the
precise nature of the relationship between the two verbs constituting a
pair. Definitions of the category of aspect and of the specific functions
of perfective and imperfective verbs remain varied and controversial .t
Most definitions of aspect in Russian and other Slavonic languages have
aimed at presenting an opposition of two basic meanings, one charac-
teristic of the imperfective, the other of the perfective. The most popular
explanation has been that first put forward by F. Miklosich, which
opposes ‘continuous action’ (imperfective) to ‘completed action’ (per-
fective). This opposition is superficially adequate for many verbs in
many contexts in which the perfective has a terminative meaning, e.g.
oH npoyutai ‘he read’ (or ‘finished reading’) as opposed to on ymTan
‘he read’ (or ‘was reading’).

It is difficult to accommodate under this scheme, however, perfectives
such as 3acmedncs ‘he laughed’ (or ‘began to laugh’) without resorting
to somewhat tortuous logic to explain that here what is ‘completed’ is
‘the beginning of the action’. A somewhat more accommodating view
was therefore put forward by V. V. Vinogradov, who said that the
action is considered in relation to some internal limit: a perfective verb

1 Cf. Vinogradov, 1947: 477-537 for a detailed review of various theories; cf. also
Maslov, 1962: 7-25.
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1.1 TRADITIONAL DEFINITIONS [3

expresses an internal limit set to the action—it may be the point of com-
pletion or of beginning, or may refer to performance within a given time.

Other investigators such as Shakhmatov have emphasised rather the
duration of the action, considering that the imperfective expresses
longer duration, the perfective shorter duration. Here ‘linear action’ is
opposed to ‘punctual action’, e.g.

oH ctyuan ‘he knocked’ (or ‘was knocking’)—*linear’;

oH cTykayJ ‘he knocked’ (once)—° punctual’.

This opposition, however, applies only to a limited number of verbs
which possess a semelfactive form,? and cannot be extended to all verbs.

The definition of aspect given in the Academy Grammar may be
quoted as a typical attempt to cover all basic meanings of the aspects in
one compromise statement (translation and italics mine):®

“The category of aspect indicates that the action expressed by the
verb is presented: (a) in its course, in process of its performance, conse-
quently in its duration or repetition, e.g. XuTb, IeThb, paboTaTh, XOAUTH,
4yntaTh (imperfective); (b) as something restricted, concentrated at some
limit of its performance, be it the moment of origin or beginning of the
action or the moment of its completion or result, .g. 3aneTh, KOHYHTD,
no6exaTh, IpoNeTh, IPUHTH, Y3HaTb, yilTu (perfective).’

As a basic definition this is unsatisfactory because, while giving the
most obvious characteristics of usage of both aspects, it does not
demonstrate any simple opposition between these characteristics—
¢ duration-or-repetition’ cannot be meaningfully opposed to ‘limited-at-
beginning-or-end’. Too many alternative criteria are put forward—
duration or repetition (the latter not being in any sense consequent upon
the representation of the action as being in process), completion or result.

It is one thing to list the various meanings which can be carried or
implied by forms of one or other aspect, but another to isolate the
essential differences of meaning and function of imperfective and per-
fective verbs in such a way that the total range of usage of all forms can
be seen to constitute a system with as few ‘exceptions’ and anomalies as
possible.

1.1.1 Functions of the imperfective

Recent studies of aspect have aimed at isolating a grammatical category
of aspect as clear-cut and unambiguous as those of, e.g. number, case
and tense, divested of elements which are irrelevant to the strictly
aspectual opposition of perfective : imperfective.

1 Vinogradov, 1947: 497. 2 Cf. 2.3.1. 3 Academy Grammar: 1, 424.

I-2
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4] THE CATEGORY OF ASPECT

It is in fact definition of the meaning of the imperfective which causes
trouble: the essential meaning of the perfective is relatively easy to
discern and causes little disagreement among grammarians. But the
characteristics of the imperfective which traditionally enter into
definitions of its functions—expression of continuous action and of
repeated action—are not essential. These two ‘meanings’ are not in-
herent in the imperfective verb, although admittedly they are frequently
attached to it. The meanings of continuous action and repetition are
entirely dependent on context—principally upon the presence of appro-
priate adverbs—and a context such as the following, in which the author
has purposely deprived the reader of adverbs, clearly demonstrates the
vagueness of the imperfective past tense. (The clauses have been set out
on separate lines and numbered for ease of reference):

. Kyxus Brixomana! Bo gsop;

. ObUI& BeCHA, ABEPH HE 3aKPHIBAJIMCH!,

. y nopéra pocna! Tpas4,

. 6necrénal npdiaras Ha XAMEHB BOJA.

B cOpHOM simke mossisinace! kprica.

. B xyxne xdpunu! MEIKo Hapé3aHHyO KapTOMIKY.

. Baxuramu! npumyc.

. 2Ku3Hp OpriMyca HauwHANAch! MENIHO : GAKETOM [0 MOTONIKE.
. Vmupan! oH KpOTKMM CHHEM OTOHBKOM,

. B xunaTké npeiramul siina.

. Omit xunéry Bapun! paxos.

. XKusodro paka 6pan’ on AByMs DANbHAMHE 33 TAIHIO.

. Paxu O5UIH 3eI€HOBATOrO, BOAONPOBOIHOTO LBETA.

. U3 xpana BouteTamu! BAPYr CAMM 1O ce6é NBE-TPH KAIEIbKH.
. Kpan Tixo cmopkdncsl,

. IToTéM maBepxy 3aroBapuBaiu! HECKONBLKMMH IOJIOCAMM TPYOHI.
. Torné cpédsy onpexesnsimuce! cymepka. . .

el el el
N AR W= OO

(OLESHA: JIudmna)
The kitchen looked on to the yard. It was springtime. The doors were left open.
Grass grew round the doorstep. Water spilt on the stones sparkled. A rat appeared
in the rubbish-bin. Finely sliced potatoes were fried in the kitchen. A primus-stove
was lit. The life of the primus started with a flourish—in a flare right up to the
ceiling. It died down to a gentle little blue flame. Eggs danced in boiling water.
One lodger boiled crayfish. He lifted the live crayfish with two fingers round its
middle. The crayfish were of a greenish water-pipe colour. Suddenly two or three
drops fell from the tap of their own accord. The tap blew its nose quietly. Then the
pipes upstairs started talking in several voices. Then twilight suddenly became
apparent. ..

The actions expressed by the verbs in phrases 5, 12, 14 and 16 are

presumably repeated, implying such adverbs as Bpems oT BpemeHw,
kax el pas (and one would expect to find in the English translation
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1.1 TRADITIONAL DEFINITIONS [5

‘would appear’, ‘would lift’ etc.); while the lexical meaning of the verbs
in 3 and 4 suggests that they denote continuous processes or states (‘was
growing’, ‘was sparkling’). But in many of these sentences it is impos-
sible to tell which view of the action is intended—whether, for instance,
in 7 the appropriate adverb might be ceifuac or xaxnwiit nens (‘were
lighting” or ‘lit’?), in 11—w4acto or ceitvac (‘used to boil’ or ‘was
boiling’?), in 15—ceiitac, mOCTOAHHO Or BpeMs OT BpeMeHH (‘was
blowing’, ‘kept on blowing’ or ‘blew its nose’?). By robbing the verbs
of adverbial accompaniment Olesha makes their contextual significance
vague, with the aim of creating the feeling of dream-like semi-awareness
of a multitude of phenomena impinging haphazardly upon a passive
subject (a young boy).

Thus the expression of continuous action or repetition is not inherent
in imperfective verb forms, but depends entirely on the context. There
seems therefore to be no justification for presenting these as essential
meanings of the imperfective, especially since several other nuances can
be associated with this aspect. A notable example of these in the past
tense is the expression of ‘two-way’ action (more strictly, cancellation
of the direct consequences of the action). Familiar examples of this are:
K Bam npuxonnn! YBaués, meaning ‘ Ivanov called to see you’ (but has
gone away again); OH yxé mpounTa 3ty xuury. Ox 6pan! e€ B 6ubmo-
1éxe. ‘He has already read that book. He had it out of the library’ (i.e.
he has now returned it). Although this usage of the imperfective is less
common than the implication of continuous action or repetition, it is
just as characteristic as either of these meanings, and cannot be ignored.
(cf. 4.4).

A still more important use of the imperfective is ignored (and then
treated as an anomaly) in definitions which dwell exclusively on con-
tinuous action and repetition: frequently the imperfective verb, not only
in the past tense but in the future, imperative and infinitive, denotes
quite clearly a single action which in objective reality is either already
completed or is to be performed as a whole, e.g. Bor untanmu! «Anny
Kapéuuny» ? — Untan! ‘Have you read Anna Karenina?’ ‘I have’; Kto
mokymdn! 5tm 6unére? — S ‘Who bought these tickets?” ‘I did’;
Bui moayuwiuP Mo€ mucemo6 ? — Hert, He nostysan! ‘Did you get my
letter ?° ‘No, I haven’t received it’; Bel 6ymeTe mOKyHaTh! 3Ty musiny ?
‘Will you buy (are you going to buy) this hat ?’; IToxanyrcra, yxomire!
‘Please go away’; Hano ceifqac yxomits! ‘We must go now’. In none
of these sentences is there any question of repetition, nor is there any
reference to the duration of the action in time. The precise significance
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6] THE CATEGORY OF ASPECT

of the imperfective in such sentences is discussed in subsequent chapters
(cf. 4.5, 5.2, 7.2, 7.3, 8.6.2 etc.), but in general it can be said that the
function of the imperfective here is simply to name the type of action,
to identify it lexically, along with the grammatical meaning of the form
concerned—past tense, future tense, imperative etc.—but without
reference to perfectivity. This is such a common use of imperfective
forms that it cannot be relegated to the status of an anomaly or excep-
tion: it can in fact be argued that this is the essential and only inherent
meaning of the imperfective, from which the other ‘meanings’ men-
tioned above are derived.

1.2 Aspect as a privative opposition

The logical concept which has proved to be useful in establishing the
relationship between the aspects is that of privative opposition. Where a
choice exists in a language between only two possibilities, e.g. in the
English simple present tense between ‘ write’ and ‘ writes’, the criteria of
choice between them may be expressed in two ways. Either one can say:
‘write’ is used with ‘I, ‘you’, ‘we’ and ‘they’, i.e. in the first person
singular and plural, the second person, and the third person plural,
whereas ‘writes’ is used with ‘he’, ‘she’ and ‘it’, i.e. with the third
person singular; or, since ‘writes’ is so restricted in its usage compared
with ‘write’, we can say that ‘writes’ is used with the third person
singular only, and ‘write’ when not referring to the third person
singular but to any other person. Since ‘writes’ is more restricted in its
usage than ‘write’, its sphere of usage can be more easily and precisely
defined; ‘writes’ can therefore be called the ‘marked’ member of the
opposition ‘writes : write’. On the other hand, ‘write’ has a more ex-
tensive field of usage—not only is it used for several ‘persons’ of the
present tense, but it also serves as the imperative form and as the ‘in-
finitive’ in many compound tenses. Thus ‘write’ has no clearly marked
single function, and may be called the ‘unmarked’ member of the
opposition ‘writes : write’. This illustrates the essence of a privative
opposition: one term is defined positively, in terms of its essential and
inherent meaning, and the other is defined negatively, as not inherently
possessing the meaning of the ‘marked” member, although it may
nevertheless frequently express other meanings, and sometimes may
even carry the meaning which is inherent in the ‘marked’ member—e.g.
‘write’ can occur (rarely and rather archaically) even with the meaning of
third person singular in the subjunctivemood: ‘ Itis essential that he write.’
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1.2 ASPECT AS PRIVATIVE OPPOSITION [7

The application of the concept of privative opposition to the analysis
of the Russian verb was outlined first by Roman Jakobson, who wrote:

The question of the meaning of particular morphological categories in a language
frequently leads to permanent differences of opinion and doubts among linguists.
How are these variations to be explained ?

A linguist, in considering a pair of contrasting morphological categories,! often
starts from the assumption that both categories have equal rights (seien gleich-
berechtigt) and that each possesses its own positive meaning: category I has the
meaning A, and category II the meaning B; or at least, that I means A, and II
expresses the lack or negation of A. In fact the general meanings of correlative
categories are distributed in a different way: if category I expresses the presence of
meaning A, then category II does not express the presence of meaning A, i.e. it does
not state whether A is present or not. The general meaning of category Il compared
with category I is limited to the absence of ‘A-indication’. If in a given context
category II expresses the absence of meaning A, this is merely one of the uses of the
category in question: the meaning is here conditioned by the situation, and even if
this meaning is the most common function of this category, the investigator never-
theless must not equate the statistically predominant meaning of the category with its
general meaning. . .

By regarding as an essential relationship something which within the system of the
language merely has the status of a possible relationship, grammarians end up by
making rules with a great number of exceptions.?

The latter certainly has been the case with verbal aspect in Russian.
The meanings of continuous action and repetition have been, and still
are, frequently used as the basis of a description of the aspect system in
which other meanings of the imperfective such as two-way action and
simple denotation have to be treated as exceptions.

In fact the concept of privative opposition is particularly useful in the
analysis of the relationship between the aspects in Russian. It both fits
the facts of aspectual usage and provides a clue to the system which may
be assumed to underlie the choice of aspectual forms by Russian-
speakers. The definition of aspectual relationship as a privative opposi-
tion given by Yu. S, Maslov in connection with Bulgarian equally well
applies to Russian: ‘the category of perfective and imperfective aspect
.. .is the reflection of the speaker’s (or writer’s) objectively conditioned
choice between two views of the action denoted by the verb: it may be
presented as an indivisible whole (kak. . . Hegenumoe nenoe)—perfective,
or without reference to the totality (menoctaocts) of the action—imper-

1 The word ‘category’ is used by Jakobson not only to denote the generic gram-
matical concepts of number, gender, case, tense, mood, aspect etc., but also, as
here, to denote the members constituting such a category, e.g. singular and plural;
masculine, feminine and neuter; perfective and imperfective etc. Maslov, 1965: 55
rightly recommends that only the generic concept should be referred to as a
category, and not the individual members. 2 Jakobson, 1932,
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8] THE CATEGORY OF ASPECT

fective’.! Professor Maslov quotes an earlier definition along these lines
by L. Razmusen (1891) which is in some ways clearer: the perfective
expresses ‘an action considered as a single whole (oxso nenoe)’, while
the imperfective expresses ‘an action considered only from the point of
view of its concrete, denotative features (BeruecTBeHHBIX (3HaMeHa-
TeNbHBIX) CBOMX NpH3HaKoB) without reference to its totality’.2

In the present work a definition of the meaning of the perfective
aspect is put forward which is based on those of Razmusen and Maslov,
but attempts to take into account more explicitly the intrinsic semantics
of verb-forms as well as the syntactic-narrative functions of aspect,
namely: a perfective verb expresses the action as a total event summed up
with reference to a single specific juncture.

Such a definition may appear less concrete than those which mention
‘completion’, ‘repetition’, “action in progress’ etc., as positive meanings
of either aspect. The inadequacy of any more concrete definition has,
however, been demonstrated in a general way above and, it is hoped,
this will become more apparent in the course of the detailed analysis of
the usage of various forms which follows.

1.2.1 Functions of the perfective

The basic meaning of the perfective defined above leads to certain
corollaries:

(a) Frequently the action described by a perfective verb brings about
a change in the state of affairs prevailing before the occurrence of the

action, e.g.
ObIN CTaKdn OH pa3binP crakdn CTakaH pa30ut
there was a glass he broke the glass the glass is broken

Here pa36unP marks the transition point between the two states 6bm1
crakaH and cTakad pas0ur.

(b) The perfective verb is consequently used whenever emphasis is
placed upon such a new state of affairs produced by the action, i.e. the
result or consequences of the action.? Since it expresses only the transi-
tion to the new state produced, the implication of the perfective is that
1 Maslov, 1959: 309.

% Originally in XKypwas Munucmepcmea Hapoonozo Ilpoceewenus, 1891: 379;
quoted by Maslov, 1959: 310.

3 This does not mean that ‘result’ is the principal meaning of the perfective, as is
assumed, for instance, by Mazon. Many actions expressed by perfective verbs, e.g.
CKasaj, npocHyJcs, produce no results beyond themselves (although they may in

reality produce, or at least be followed by, consequences and a change in the
prevailing state of affairs).
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1.2 ASPECT AS PRIVATIVE OPPOSITION [9

the result of the action performed remains in force after the event
described, up to the moment of speaking or up to the time when another
action reported subsequently annuls this result. For instance, oH
oTKpELTP mBepb ‘he opened the door’ implies either that the door is still
open now, or that the narrative will continue, to express, or at least
imply, a subsequent event such as...m Beimen ‘and came out’, or
BédepoM MBI yOUBIITACH, HA O NBEPh OTKPHITOM, M 34anepin e ‘In the
evening we were surprised to find the door open, and we locked it.’

(c) The total performance of the action and production of its result
may be a necessary pre-condition for the performance of another
action: if the new state of affairs were not produced, the next action
could not take place, e.g.

OH OTKPBUIP OBEPL M BEIMIET
OTKPBIBP BEPH, OH BEIIIEH
he opened the door and went out

(d) In general, perfective verbs are used to express sequence of
actions—occurrence of perfective verb forms one after another implies
clearly that the events described occurred in the same sequence, ¢.g. oH
BcTasP, ymMpLIcaP, onéncsP etc., ‘he got up, washed, dressed’ etc.

So far, the functions of perfective verbs have been discussed only in
isolated sentences. Many of the meanings of one or other aspect, how-
ever, arise only from the interplay of verbs in a continuous context. The
following excerpt from Paustovsky’s story ‘JIéapka ¢ Majoro osepa’
shows the typical roles of verbs of both aspects in narration:

1. K TpéMm wacdm nmus Bol BEITHP Ha mecyaHeli O6yrop cpemu 6omor. ..

. Jenp 6ricTpo Temuénl,

. CYMEpKH yX¢é 3apOXIATACH! IOJ HEPUBETIMBBEIM HEOOM,

. | npubmmKanace! HOUB. . .

. Mz xprud !

. 1 NpHUCIYIIABAIKCEL,

. Bérep mymént B oTBET B MEPTBBIX YAIIaX

. M OpHMHOCWT XpHmyoe KipkaHbe BOPOHBUX CTai.

. TTotoM raé-1o 3a KpdeM 3eMn u 60710T NOCTBIMANCAP OTBETHBIH KPHK, POTH-
JKHBIN U CTAOBIA.

10. T"6noc npubmmxascsl.

11. 3aTpemdn® OCHHHUK,

12. résoc mocnemmalcaP coBcéM psisioMm,

13. w3 4amm BrImENP BECHYIMYATHIM MATTBYUK. . .

14. O octopdxuo maran! o BajaéKXHUKY OOCEIMH HOFAMH

15. 1 Héc! B pyK4X CTApEBIC Canord.

16. On mopoménP x Ham

17. u 3acTéHunBO MO3qOpOBaICP.

Nelie R e R
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10] THE CATEGORY OF ASPECT

Towards three o’clock we emerged upon a sandy hillock surrounded by marshes. . .
Daylight was swiftly fading, twilight was gathering under the unfriendly sky and
night was approaching. . . We shouted and listened for an answer. The wind sighed
among the lifeless thickets and carried to us the hoarse cawing of flocks of crows.
Then from somewhere beyond the end of the earth and the marshes an answering
call was heard, faint and drawn-out. The voice was coming nearer. There came a
cracking of twigs in an aspen thicket, the voice rang out close at hand, and out of
the thicket came a freckle-faced boy. . . He stepped carefully over the fallen branches
on bare feet, carrying in his hands a pair of old boots. Shyly he came up and
greeted us.

Each perfective verb denotes an action which is a new event, bringing
about, or at least marking the transition to, a new state of affairs, and
thus carrying the narrative forward. The imperfective verbs, on the
other hand, do not present dynamic changes, but rather facts relating
to the background—in 7 a continuous state, in 2 and 3 progressive
changes, in 5 and 6 repeated actions etc.—all accompanying each other
more or less on a single plane of time, with no clear indication of con-
currence or sequence. In contrast with the perfective verbs, the imper-
fectives tend to hold up the narrative of events rather than carry it
forward. The series of verbs in the passage can be represented graphi-
cally in the following way, using arrows following each other across the
page to denote the events expressed by perfective verbs, and horizontal
lines to indicate the static impressions without sequence conveyed by
the imperfectives.

9 11 12 13 16 17
—_— —_—— ——
10 14

15

XX | |n AW l\)l'—‘

Because of its role in carrying a narrative forward from event to
event, the perfective verb has been described as ‘dynamic’* or ‘kinetic’.2
The action as something actually performed seems as it were to be

1 Vinogradov, 1947: 563. 2 Ward, 1965: 238.
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