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B cmbicie: in the sense of; what do you mean?

My inner nerd went crazy-happy a few weeks ago when I read an exciting announcement in
the press: linguists at Tyumen State University discovered a new conjunction in the Russian
language. Woohoo! Crack open that bottle of champagne!

As you might imagine, there wasn’t a word being used that no one had heard or noticed
before. But linguists studied usage of the phrase B cmrbicye (in the sense of) and realized that it
is now used as a conjunction that means “that is.” That is, it’s used to set up a clarification.

As one wit commented on the site under the announcement: IMHI'BUCTaM pecleKT. B cmbicie
— yBakeHUe (Respect to linguists. That is, esteem.)
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Now, you might not be as thrilled by this as I am, but you might be pleased to spend a bit of
time with this very useful little phrase.

First of all, if you don’t understand what someone said, this phrase is your new best friend.

You can use it alone. For example, someone says: B 9To Kak ¢ Komrko. (It’s like with a cat.)
You have no idea what they’re talking about. You ask: B B cmbicie? (In what sense?) Of
course, the answer might not help much: Korjja cuguris B Kpeciie, Bcerjja X0ueTcsl, YT00bI
OHa MpbITHYIA Tebe Ha KosteHU (When you’re sitting in an armchair, you always want it to
jump in your lap.)

But sometimes the question “B cmbice?” gets you the answer you need. —OH He YeCTHBIH.
(He’s not honest.) —B cmbicie? (What do you mean?) —OH He cKa3asl MHeE BCIO ITpaB/y 00
opHou caenke (He didn’t tell me the whole truth about a deal.)

You can also use it to get clarification. For example, you’re chatting up a nice doctor.
—HackosbKo oracHa Baria rnpodeccusi? (How dangerous is your job?) The doc replies: —B
CMBbICTTE 3apayKeHrs? HaBepHOe, 13 BCeX Bpadel - CIIeIMaJIMCTOB BEHEPOJIOTY MEHBIIIe BCeX
6oneroT. (In the sense of catching something? Venereal disease doctors probably get sick less
than any other medical specialists.) See? The night is now full of options.

And then, if you are not asking the questions but answering them, you can shove an adjective
in between the two words that make up this phrase to provide instant clarification. Let’s say
we’re still talking about that business associate who isn’t quite on the up and up. Your friend
wants to know more. OH UTO — JeHCTBUTENbHO IMPeCTYIHUK? (So, what is he — areal
crook?) You say: Mo>KeT ObITh, He B FOpUAHMYECKOM cMbIciie. Ho st emy He moBepsito (Maybe
not in the legal sense. But I don’t trust him.)

Words and phrases can be understood narrowly or broadly, although sometimes you have to
know the subject before either one makes any sense: VccieoBaTensiMu ONMKMCAHbI ABA
sIBJIeHUs], 0003HaUaeMble KaK “9THUUECKOe CaMOCO3HAaHUE B Y3KOM CMbICIe” U
“3THUYECKOe CaMOCO3HaHMe B mupokom cMmbicie” (Researchers describe two phenomena,
designated as “ethnic self-awareness in the narrow sense” and “ethnic self-awareness in the
broad sense.”) Er, right, sure. Got it.

In other cases, you require less specialized knowledge to understand something, at least in
the narrow sense: VicTopusi B y3KOM CMBICJIE CJIOBa €CTh HayKa O YeJI0BeYeCKOM IIPOIIIIIOM
(In the narrow sense of the word, history is the study of the human past.)

Or you can use another couple of adjectives to do the opposite — instead of clarifying, they let
you hem and haw and hedge. Add HekoTOpBIM (SOme) or oTnipefenéHHbIM (certain) to your
sense. For example, when you are fighting with your Significant Other, realize you are wrong,
but aren’t quite ready to admit it, say this: B HekoTopom cMmbIcyie ThI ITpaB (In some sense,
you’re right.) Or if your SO is right in some ways, but not others, say this: B onpegenéaaom
CMBICJIE THI [IPaB, HO He BO BceM. (In a certain sense, you’re right, but not about everything.)

There are ways to be adamant with adjectives and sense. B moitHOM cMBbIcCI€e 3TOTO cjioBa (in
the full sense of that word) is a great thing to exclaim when you are feeling categorical. Ha
CErOHSIIHNM JIeHb OHal eIHCTBeHHasI OllepHasi [1iBa B MUPE B II0JTHOM CMBICTIE 3TOTO



croBa (Today she is the world’s only true opera diva in the full sense of that word.)

And there are ways to be very specific: B mpsimom cmbiciie aToro ciioBa (in the literal sense of
the word). Ha mpuBasax 1mmocjie AjinTeIbHOTO Iepexofa Mbl B IIPSIMOM CMBICJIe BaJTUJIMCh Ha
3emutio OoT ycTanocTu (In the campsites after a long hike we were so exhausted we literally fell
on the ground.)

And there are ways to be specific and figurative: I B 6yKBalIbHOM CMBICJIE, U B IEPEHOCHOM
CMBICJIe COBECTD He JlaeT craTh Hatel ayie (Both literally and figuratively our conscience
doesn’t let our soul sleep.)

But sometimes it’s not the real thing: HeT, KoHeYHO, HUKaKOM Bepoy B HACTOSIIIIEM CMBICIIe
TYT U He naxyo. (No, of course not, there wasn’t any faith in the true sense of the word.)

Hy, KaK? Bam [TOHPaBUJIOCH B IIPSIMOM CMBICJTE 3TOTO CJIOBa?
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