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YecThb: honor, reputation, credit

I’ve become a bit obsessed with yects (honor). Just about every major Russian thinker and
philologist wrote about it. True, they wrote different things. Depending on who you read,
yecTb came from the same root word as yacTs (part, portion) and originally had the notion of
partaking in the family bounty, or it came from an Indo-European word that meant thinking,
intention or understanding. It was either a local pagan notion or a largely imported Western
concept.

What most people agree on, however, is that uecTs and coBecTb (conscience) are the two main
behavior regulators for Russians. YecTs seems to be used in Russian more frequently than
honor is used in English, where behavior is also — or more often — regulated by notions of
fairness, honesty, justice or the law.

Of course, there are similar usages of yects/honor. We both name or do things B uecTb Koro-
To (in honor of someone), even if they are sometimes ridiculous: ITpe3ugenT CIIIA Bapak
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Ob6aMa «ITOMMIOBAJI» IBYX UHEEK B uecTh JIHs 6imaromapenus (U.S. President Barack Obama
“pardoned” two turkeys in honor of Thanksgiving). We both talk about uecTb as something
that brings honor: 3To 6onbias uects gyt mens (This is a great honor for me). When the
honor is bestowed by people, we often describe them as a source of pride: 3ToT cTymeHT —
yecTbh Haltero nHcTUTyTa (This student is the pride of our institute).

And although we both talk about gonr yectu (a debt of honor), nunas yecTs (personal
honor) and uyBcTBO uecTu (a sense of honor), uecTHo roBops (to be honest), I can’t
remember the last time I referred to anyone’s debt of honor. In the Russian media, I found an
article about the financial crisis called, [Ipo6ieMHbIe KpeIUTHI — JOJIT Y€CTH WM IIpobieMa
obmectBa? (Bad credit: a debt of honor or society’s problem?). In U.S. publications about the
mortgage and foreclosure crisis, the notion of honor doesn’t come up. Instead they speak
about what’s fair or legal.

In many cases, Russian uecTs is the American reputation or good name. For example, the
expression BBIMTU U3 MTOJIOKEHMS C UecThlo is literally “to get out of a situation with honor,”
but in English it might be more commonly “to get out of a situation with your good
name/reputation intact.” Or here’s a surprising example: Russian bikers have a kop yecTu (a
code of honor), which states: Hukorga, Hu Ipy KaKUX YCJIOBUSX 6aliKep He MOJKET 33/IeTh
yecTb KiTy6a (A biker should never, under any circumstances, tarnish the reputation of the
club). Hats off to Russian bikers!

Oka3bIBaTh/0OKa3aTh 4eCTs is to do someone an honor, which can sound delightfully old-
fashioned in both Russian and English: Tl 0Ka3bIBaels MHe UeCTb, KOTOPOM 1 TTI0Ka He
nmoctourH (You do me an honor that I am not yet worthy of). Or clearly sarcastic: 3Ta ieBuiia
BeMIET cebs1 TaK, OYOTO OKa3bIBaeT MHe UecTh CBOMM npucyTcTBreM (That chick acts like
she’s honoring me with her presence). Hats off to the chick, too!

Sometimes English describes honorable things in terms of credit: 3To memaeT emy uecTs (It’s
to his credit). K ero uectu, on uzBunucs (To his credit, he apologized). Or in terms of
looking good: [IpyHMMAaTh rOCTeM Ha TaKOM (popyMe JiesiaeT UecTh cTonulle (Welcoming
guests at such a forum casts the capital city in a good light).

I really like this notion of yecTs. I just wish it were as visible in deed as it is audible in word.
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