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HebmarogapHocTs: ingratitude

Every yearBat the end of November — specifically the fourth Thursday (Thanksgiving Day
inBthe U.S.) — I think about 6;marogapaocTs (gratitude) and ways to express it in Russian.
ThisByear I decided to break tradition and write about He6narogapHocTs (ingratitude),
expecting toRfind lots of Russian synonyms. But to my surprise, it’s slim pickings.

But then IBthought: Why am I surprised? After all, there might be many ways to say
“thankByou,” from the ubiquitous cmacu6o (thanks) to the formal 6;arogapro (I thank you),
but there isBreally only one way not to thank someone: silence.

Kind of aBlinguistic dead end.

And then I began to comb through my library of books about Russian language and culture,
looking for gratitude or the lack of it. Most of my books have chapters on key concepts, like
yecTb 1 coBecTh (honor and conscience), or opposites, like mpaBma-Henpaspa (truth and
falsehood). But nowhere did I find 6;1arogapHocTh-HebmaromapHocTs. In the pantheon of
great virtues 6ymaromapHocTb is not mentioned, nor is He61arogapHocTs down in the dungeon
vices and sins.

Now, don’t get me wrong. That doesn’t mean that you shouldn’t say crtacu6o every time
someone gives you something or helps you. And every parent, grandparent, aunt, uncle and
older sibling in Russia pounds cracu6o into the tender heads of babies and toddlers. Not
expressing thanks is more than a faux pas — it’s a sign of bad upbringing and an unpleasant
personality.

And in much of Russia, people believe gratitude is good for your soul. When disaster comes
near but slips by, like a Kamaz that hits the brakes just before crushing your Smart Car, your
friends say: iu B iepKoBb 1 61arogapu Bora (Go to church and thank God). Or when you
realize that the girlfriend you’ve been pining over is a harridan, they’ll say: bor oTBén. ipu
CBeuKy I1ocTaBb. (God averted a disaster. Go light a candle.)

But still: when you look at Russian sayings and proverbs, you can see that over the last couple
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of millennia the folks in this part of the world have regarded saying “thank you” and being
kind and grateful as excellent behaviors... that might not mean that much.

So they say: 3a mobpo qo6pom u maTaT (Kindness is repaid in kindness.) Or: CienaB apyry
mobpo, cebe >k Toro >ke (When you do good, expect the same in return.) And they have
sayings about being grateful, no matter what: CBoero cracu6o He >kaJieii, a Uy>Koro He KU
(Don’t skimp with your thanks, but don’t expect thanks back.)

But that’s the thing — you might not get any kindness in return: 3a go6po He >kau fo6pa
(Don’t expect kindness for kindness.)

And there is yet another saying: Craskemb crac60, Tak JTagHO, a HET - ¥ TaK Xopo1io (Say
thank you, and that’s fine, but if you don’t — that’s all right, too.)

Maybe it’s because thanks don’t pay the rent: crracu6o B KapmaH He 0JT0>KuIIb (You can’t
put “thanks” in your pocket); 13 criacub6o 1y6blI He COIIbENTb (you can’t sew a fur coat out of
thanks); and crmracu6o Ha x71e6 He HamasKeIb (you can’t butter your bread with thanks).

But, all the same, a person wants to be thanked. The word for that relative who never helps at
big family gatherings and never thanks anyone is Hebnarogapsas (ungrateful), and it’s not
what you want to be called. He6marogapsbiii is often applied to teenagers and young people,
who are never grateful enough: [[ss1 Tebs1 pomuTeNIN CTOIBKO CAeTaY, a Thl, HebarogapHasi,
IUTIOEITH Ha BCE, U elnlé yuuBepcuTeT 6pocual (Your parents have done so much for you, and
you little ingrate — you don’t care about anything! You even dropped out of university!)

If someone doesn’t show due appreciation, you can cut them down with: C TBoe¥ CTOPOHBI
mpocTo HebmaromapHo! (It’s simply ungrateful on your part!)

But you know — you might just have to live with ingratitude.

Michele A. Berdy is a Moscow-based translator and interpreter, author of “The Russian
Word’s Worth,” a collection of her columns. Follow her on Twitter @MicheleBerdy.
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