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CoritacoBaHue:Bagreement

Okay, sinceRit’s the start of a new school year, this is Grammar Friday.

Hey, comeBon! Where are you guys going? This will be interesting — really!

Well, a biglround of applause for the 12 of you who stayed. Today’s discussion is about
anBEaspect of Russian that is so confusing, even native speakers aren’t sure aboutBit. It’s all
about words like 6onpImiHCTBO (mMajority); muoro (a lot); maro (a little); gBoe (two); msaTEPO
(five); Tricsiua (a thousand); musnnoH (a million); macca (a mass); and mmapa (a couple). The
grammaticalBissue: what form of verb do they take?

Simple, youBsay. BonbmnHCTBO isBa noun, singular, and neuter. So it takes a singular verb
with a neuter ending.BBonbiuHcTBO npuiio (The majority came.) Right,Bbut what if you
are talking about the majority of the cats in the cattery? AfterByou call them, do you really say
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BOJBIMHCTBO KoIllek rpumuio? ItBsounds weird to use a singular neuter form of the verb
when you’re talkingBabout a bunch of cats darting all over the place.

So which isBright? Oh, you know the answer: It’s complicated.

Embed:

There are, however, some cases when it’s not complicated — there’s only one right way to say
it.

One case: when it’s a collective noun used alone — when you say maso (a few) but you leave
out what it is there are a few of. Here the noun and verb have to agree. Muoro npumuio. (A lot
came.) IBoe cTosiio Ha ynuiie. (Two stood on the street.) BoJbIIIMHCTBO roJIOCOBANO MPOTHUB.
(The majority voted no.) MeHBIIMHCTBO BBICTYMIaI0 3a nonpaBky (The minority were for the
amendment.) It doesn’t matter if you mean people, cats, ostriches, or paddy wagons: if you
don’t say the words, it’s simple noun-verb agreement in the singular.

Another case that I personally dislike — that is, that I constantly get wrong — involve the
numbers Tricsiua (a thousand); mumron (a million); and munnuapy (a billion). Here it’s
straight noun-verb agreement, even when you add what there are a thousand, million or a
billion of. Ha cTore ne>kana Teicsiya fomiapoB. (A thousand dollars was lying on the table.)
MwtnoH nrofied cobpasicst Ha miomany. (A million people gathered in the square.)

And here’s a case when there’s only one way that’s right, but so many people say it wrong that
wrong is becoming the new normal. This is with words that indicate quantity like muoro (a
lot); maso (a little); cronbko (so much); and ckonbko (how much). The rule is: these are
singular, neuter words that take singular neuter verb endings. OueHs MHOTO JTtO€} IIPUIILIO
Ha KoHIIepT. (A whole lot of people came to the concert.) B mapke B 3TOT JieHb 6510 MaJIO
nocetuTese (There were few visitors to the park that day.) CkonbKo UejloBeK IpOMKUCaHO B
kBapTupe? (How many people are registered in the apartment?) MHOrO [IpUIIUIO...6bIIO
MaJIo... CKOJIbKO IponucaHo. That’s what’s called perfect popmanbHO-rpaMMaTUUecKoe
corimacoBaHue (regular grammatical agreement).

The thing is — speakers don’t like it. Sometimes logical sense — lots of cats, people, dogsleds
should use a verb in the plural — actually wins out over grammatical rules. So using the plural
form of the verb is almost okay. Three cheers for reality!

In fact, sometimes it’s preferable to use the plural verb. For example, when you want to
emphasize the many individuals in a mass of MmHoro: Psig n36uparenei Halmucaau ‘IPOTHUB
Bcex” Ha cBoux 6roteTeHsix (A number of voters wrote “against all” on their ballots.)

And for our grand grammatical finale: the dreadful case of “one.” “One” in Russian requires
the singular verb regardless of whether it’s one or forty one. So you have to say: Ha nerunuzo
TIPUIIET COPOK oguH cTyAeHT. (Forty one students came to the lecture.) But what if those
forty one students get into a discussion? Then you switch to the plural verb: Copok ofux
cTymeHT obcyskmanu Bompoc. (Forty one students discussed the question.) Why? Because a



discussion by definition involves more than one person, so it can’t occur in the singular.
Got it? Next week: participles. Do I know how to have fun or what?
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