
 
 

SOME CONCERNS OF RUSSIAN SPEECH 
    

 
You or Thou? 

  ? 

Although it would seem that trying to speak 
Russian imposes decisions about choices of 
personal pronouns,  or  (you or thou), in 
fact it is easy—use  until something else is 
offered. Just because someone can call you 
“thou” does not mean that you can do the same 
with them. Rank and age make a big difference. 
Wait until the Russian makes a suggestion. Of 
course, the problem of choosing  or  arises 
only in the singular because the plural you must 
be  no matter how near and dear the referents 
might be. Part of the difficulty in describing the 
use of  is determining what constitutes 
formality and closeness. That depends very 
much on the individuals involved and the 
practices observed in the speech community 
from which each came. For instance, northern 
Russians are reputed to be somewhat more 
 
 

 

reserved in using it than are southern Russians. 
In the nineteenth century all the peasants of one 
village commonly used  with each other. 
Indeed, according to one authority, the use of  
to refer to only one person was a borrowing 
from the French (tu/vous), unknown in Russia 
until about 1700. 

Among Russians, the use of  is polite and 
is used towards (1) someone you do not know 
very well; (2) those in any official or formal 
situation; (3) those whom one respects; (4) those 
in a superior position, or those of your gener-
ation or older (assuming you are a grown-up). 
The baby in the family calls almost everyone 

, even relatives, excepting the very closest. 
 can be used (1) when politeness is not a 

specifically required factor; (2) in unofficial 
situations; (3) in friendly and familiar relations 
with the person spoken to; (4) addressing 
someone inferior in rank and younger in age; (5) 
talking to God (and to animals). The foreigner 
should use  toward all but children unless 
specifically given leave to use . No student 
should use  with an instructor. 

From the foregoing you should conclude that 
switching from  to  and back again takes 
place fairly often: a formal situation can change 

 to  and anger can change  to  (a 
spouse who’s decided not to let well enough 
alone), and vice versa (a boss trying to impress a 
subordinate about something). In the following 
quote the speaker switches from the formal 
address in front of others to the familiar: 

,   ?  



 SOME CONCERNS OF RUSSIAN SPEECH 89 

,    ?… , 
,   ,    , 
? (“Hello, I am not late, am I? You 

haven’t begun yet, have you Boris 
Sergeyevich?… Listen, Boris, I want to give my 
talk, but I’d rather do it at the end, all right?”) 

 
Thou and You 

She made a slip: by replacing an empty “you”  
With a warm “thou,” 
She awakened all the happy dreams  
In an enamored soul.  
I stand in front of her lost in thought;  
I haven’t the strength to take my eyes off her; 
And I say: how kind of you!  
And I think: Oh how I love thee! 

A.S. Pushkin 
   

    
, , , 

    
   . 

   ; 
     ; 

  :   ! 
 :   ! 

. .  
 
It’s true, I was more stubborn than all the rest, 
I did not listen to the slanders, 
And I did not count on my fingers all those who 

called you “thou”…. 
K. Simonov  

, ,   , 
   

     ,    
 « » 

.   
 

The use of thou  with a name form is 
described in Chapter 3, under “Addressing the 
Russian.” 

Switching Over 
   

 is all a child will hear until about the age of 
fourteen or above the Russian eighth grade when 
some teachers, especially those of the opposite 
sex and teachers new to the class, will begin to 
use  . 

What the “thou” form does not emphasize is 
respect. Because some people require some of 
that, they can get huffy when they think the 
“thou” form has been misapplied to them:  

  ?      ! 
“How come you are using ‘thou’ with me? We 
didn’t herd pigs together!” The overuse of thou 
is associated with the peasants, while the 
intelligentsia sometimes holds onto  through 
long and dear friendships. Also, older people 
tend to be slower to accept thou and younger 
people, among themselves at least, make the 
transition sooner. The use of  is rather like 
walking around in your underwear—with some 
people and situations, it simply isn’t right. If one 
person slips and uses the thou form when it 
wasn’t used before, his friend can say,  

 , which gives permission to use . If you 
don’t want to switch over, then say nothing and 
continue to use . It is also perfectly 
reasonable and common that one of a pair might 
say, “You call me , and I’ll call you .” 
This device is frequently resorted to when an 
age or rank difference is notable. (See the 
silhouette.)  

Once adults have agreed on a mutual “thou,” 
then the event can be confirmed with a short 
ceremony, usually accomplished at a dinner 
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party, called “drinking to brotherhood”  
 . Glasses are filled (and not 

with water), the arms holding the glasses are 
intertwined, and the glasses are emptied from 
this position. They kiss, and it’s “thou” forever-
more. The ceremony is not a requirement, but it 
has its advantages. 

Highly recommended for those reading 
Russian literature in the original is Paul 
Friedrich, “Structural Implications of Russian 
Pronominal Usage,” Sociolinguistics, ed. 
William Bright, Janua Linguarum, Series maior 
20 (The Hague: Mouton, 1966), pp. 215–59. 
Despite the verbiage, many examples and much 
background information are included. For those 
who expect to work and not just tread on the soil 
of Academe, the discussion at the end supplies 
fine examples of academic one-upmanship and a 
few delightful anecdotes. 

The Russian “Lisp” 
,  

There are two sounds that seem especially 
difficult to make for Russian native speakers: the 
r and the hard l. The standard mispronunciation 
of either or both is a kind of lisp called 

5 ( , to lisp this way): 
«    ». This particular lisp 
consists of a uvular r as in French or German, 
pronouncing the hard l as u, or both. Thus a 
Russian can sound French when saying 

; and  becomes . This 
lapse in pronunciation is frequent enough to 
suggest cultural as well as physical reasons for 
its persistence. In the past, when French and 
earlier, German, was the language of culture, the 

                                                        
5 Speech defects caused by a physical deformation 
such as a cleft palate are referred to as . 

French r was something to be cultivated, not 
made fun of. There is even a verb to denote the 
use of the uvular (French) r – : 

 ,  . 
Nowadays,  is not encouraged,6 

and indeed it seems to be much less frequent 
among younger Russians. If parents notice that a 
child can’t seem to say l or r, they will often 
seek professional help for the youngster. 

 refers to the articulation of s 
and z like or nearly like the “th” sounds in 
English “thin” and “then.” 

Using Diminutives 
   

Conversational Russian makes a wide use of 
diminutive forms. Most of the time, the forms 
are used to indicate the speaker’s attitude toward 
the subject. Regarding anything as cute, small, 
charming, lovable, or the like, the speaker will 
use the diminutive Russian suffix -  for mas-
culine gender, -  for feminine: for example, 

- , - , - , -
. 

The speaker who wants something will often 
lace at least part of the request with diminutives, 
thereby either expressing the smallness of the 
request or describing how nice the person might 
be who is to fulfill it: « , » is 
vastly more pleasant than « , »; 
and  sounds like less but probably 
amounts to the same as . And the child 
who wants something will surely use  
for a, and  for . 

Diminutives are also frequently found in use 
by or in reference to women and their be-

                                                        
6 It is often attributed to Jews, for instance. Lenin’s 
enemies used his lisp in their arguments to suggest 
that he was at least part Jewish. 
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longings: - , - . 
Women almost invariably refer to their children 
with a more lavish use of diminutives: -

, - , - 
. 

These are some of the frequent but optional 
uses of diminutives. On occasion, however, their 
use is obligatory. In discussing babies, their 
attributes, parts, and possessions, diminutives 
are standard. A red-haired baby is , 
not , a red-haired adult. For babies 

 is ,  – , 
 – ,  – . Babies them-

selves are , , 
, , and so forth. 

These distinctions are not found in English, 
so you must make a special effort first to recog-
nize diminutives and later to use them. A 
warning especially applicable to reading: not all 
the words that look like diminutives are diminu-
tives.  is not a small crow or raven but 
a funnel; a Christmas tree must be  while 

 is a spruce tree.  is a hand, but  
can be, beside a small hand, a handle or a pen. 
Also,  is a lamp, but  is a light 
bulb;  is a roof, but  is a lid. 

The excessive use of diminutives can indic-
ate rather low social status, limited education, or 
simply poor taste.7 

Russians and Their Alphabet 
 ,   

In the beginning of Russian writing, in the ninth 
and tenth centuries, there were two alphabets as 

                                                        
7 For more details on the formation and use of 
diminutives, see B. V. Bratus, “The Formation and 
Expressive Use of Diminutives,” Studies in the 
Modern Russian Language, no. 6, ed. Dennis Ward 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1969). 

shown. Two Macedonian-Bulgarian brothers and 
monks, Cyril and Methodius, since sainted, were 
assigned the task of designing the scriptures 
(Cyril) and translating them (Methodius). The 
origin of Glagolitic , evidently the 
earlier alphabet, depends upon who is telling the 
story: St. Cyril himself may have been respon-
sible; Cyrillic  looks Greek to us 
because it was Greek, with the addition of a few 
necessary sound representations that the Greek 
didn’t have. The Greek version won out over the 
other (it was obviously much simpler) and was 
itself simplified by a reform of Peter the Great in 
1710: some letters vanished (  ,  

, , , , , ), and 
others were changed. This alphabet was in use 
up to 1918, when it too was simplified to the one 
now in use, by the removal of  ( ),  
( ), and   (i), and by dropping 
the use of the hard sign at the end of a masculine 
noun ending in a hard consonant. Older versions 
of the Cyrillic alphabet are presented on the 
following two pages, along with a sample text in 
the pre-1918 orthography. 

Essentially every English-speaking child 
learns the ABC’s—that is, how to pronounce the 
letters of the alphabet and in proper sequence. 
For Russians, neither the pronunciation of the 
letters in the alphabet nor the order in which 
they appear are of great concern. If you ask a 
Russian to recite the alphabet, you are most 
likely to hear a jumble of sounds that amount to 
what the letters sound like rather than a formal 
recital of the names of the letters. Evidence of 
this phenomenon appears in the common pro-
nunciation of letter abbreviations. Some letters 
can be pronounced two ways: for instance,  or 

;  or ;  or ;  or . Although both 
dictionaries and textbooks have tables showing 
 



 

 

From an old primer  (above and opposite) 
 
 
 
 
 

the proper pronunciation of the letters of the 
alphabet, even they disagree. 

The version shown at the right appears in a 
first-grade text and is the most common. 

Nevertheless, the student of Russian should 
learn both the order and the pronunciation of 
Russian letters. Russian vocabulary learning is 
such that those who know the order of the letters 
will find their words fastest. 

The Russian pronunciation of Latin and 
Greek letters, so commonly used in mathe-
matics, is provided in Chapter 15. And the 
occasional use of letters in chemical formulas is 
described in the Appendix, as are the Morse 
code and the Braille alphabet in Russian. 

 
 

 

Pronunciation of the modern alphabet 
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At right is a 
sample of old 
orthography 
written by a late 
19th-century 
musicologist  




