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Translation is strange. You think it’s going to be easy because you’ve got a great big pile of
cognates and borrowed words, all of which sound exactly the same in Russian and English.
But when you start translating, it turns out that they don’t quite match up the way you expect
them to.

This particular revelation came out of a simple — or so I thought — question: How do you talk
about mental health in Russian?
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Now in today’s American English, “mental health” is a big linguistic trunk that you can fill
with almost anything you want. Mental health refers to emotional, psychological, bio-
chemical, and social well-being. It can be found in the name of health ministry departments,
or used as a polite euphemism, or even made fun of. People talk about it — a lot.

In Russia and in Russian, people don’t really talk about mental health as much as or in the
same way as Americans do. If you are looking for a neutral, polite, semi-formal phrase, you
start with the noun ncuxuka or adjective ncuxuyeckuii, which sound like “psychic” but
don’t mean clairvoyant. Flashback to Ancient Greek 101: They mean the human psyche in the
sense of the human soul or spirit. So the Russian version of mental health is “health of the
human psyche”: ncuxuueckoe 30poBbe. This could also be mcuxuueckoe cocTosiHME
(mental state) or sometimes the rather dated term gymeBHoe 3q0poBbe (literally “health of
the soul”). This sounds a bit odd to our modern ear, but psyche means soul, so it’s just
another way of talking about the state of a person’s inner being.

When you get formal and are talking about departments of ministries or local health boards,
you might use njeHTp ncuxuyeckoro 3750poBbs (center for mental health) or even 1ienTp
3IpaBOOXPaHeHUs U Icuxudeckoy rurrueHsl (center for health and mental hygiene), which,
with the sound association with hyena (ruena) in both English and Russian, is totally
unacceptable and will be banned once I'm in charge of world-wide language rules.

Informally, if you were chatting with someone about, say, the mental health status of a
mutual friend’s new significant other, roommate, or colleague, you’d probably just use the
word ncuxurka with an adjective. YV Heé coBepItieHHO HOpMabHas cuxuka. (She’s
completely normal.) Y Hero ypaBHoOBeIleHHas rncuxuka (He’s well-adjusted; there’s nothing
wrong with the guy.)

When I queried some Russian friends on how to say “I’m going to take a mental health day” in
Russian, they first wanted to know what on earth that meant. I explained that it was a bit a
joke but meant, essentially: BosbMmy 0TTy1I1, a TO 51 B30pBYCh. (I’m going to take a day off or
else I'll explode.) They said: Hy, Tak u cka>ku (Well, that’s what you’d say).

That was easy.

But when you talk about mental health facilities and providers, things get complicated. In
English these centers can offer everything from in-house psychiatric care to psychological
counseling or even addiction support groups led by a volunteer. Mental health providers run
the gamut from psychiatrists (medical doctors) to psychotherapists (with degrees in
psychological counseling) to a licensed practitioner, counselor, social worker or even coach.

In Russian you have to be specific (concretization). If it’s a psychiatric care facility, you can
call it ncuxuaTpudeckui craruoHap (live-in psychiatric care unit); mcux6oabHMUIIA
(psychiatric care hospital); ncuxuaTpuyeckas neuebHwuIia (psychiatric care unit); or
ncuxuaTpuyecKas KIMHUKA (psychiatric clinic). If it is a place that offers counseling, it might
be called nenTp ncuxonoruueckou nomoru (center for psychological counseling/aid); 1ieHTp
TICUXOJIOTMYeCKOro KOHCYIbTUPOBaHus (psychological counseling center) or 1ieHTp
nicuxoTepanuu (center for psychological therapy). If an organization offers urgent help, it’s
usually called rjeHTp or city>K6a 3KCTPEHHOM IICUXOJIOTMYECKOM IMOMOIIHU (emergency
psychological aid center/service). If it’s a call service — ropsiuas nunus (hotline) or Tenedon



mosepus (helpline; crisis counseling line; crisis hotline). Psychiatrists are ncuxuaTpsl and
psychologists are nicuxonoru.

You find the same difference between inclusive and specific with the phrase mental health
problem — ncuxuyeckoe paccTporcTBo (literally “mental disorder”) — which in English
might mean a bio-chemical imbalance that requires medication. But it might also be a
teenager’s depression over a best friend moving away. In Russian these might be
MICUXOJIOTMUYECKUe Or AyIieBHble mpobiemsl (psychological problems) on the one hand or
IcuxXuaTpuyeckue 6oe3Hu or 3aboneBanus (psychiatric disorders) on the other.

Psychology was translated into Russian by the great lexicographer Vladimir Dal as
nyiecnoBue. I can’t find too many examples of that word, but the adjective
nymeBHO601bHOM (“soul sick”) for someone who is mentally ill was the common term and is
still sometimes used today. OHY ITO3HAKOMMUIM MEHSI C AYIITeBHOOOTBHBIM CTAPUKOM,
cTpafarIum MaHuel npecienoBanus (They introduced me to a mentally ill old man who
suffered from a persecution complex.)

Although you see how the words nicuxuka (psyche) and ncuxonorus (psychology) and related
adjectives are used in translations from the English, it’s worth taking a minute to understand
how they are used in discussions of people in Russian. I[Icuxuka (psyche) is the all-
encompassing Russian word that refers to a person’s emotional and psychological state and
capabilities. Omacasich 3a paHMMYIO JIETCKYIO [ICUXUKY, PEKOMEHAYIO BCSITYECKU 00XOAUTH
cropoHou Temy cMepTu (Wary of a child’s easily traumatized psyche, I recommend doing all
you can to avoid the subject of death.)

In reference to a person, nncuxomnorus (psychology) often means mentality or way of thinking
and behaving. You often hear about nncuxosnorus >keHIIVMH, My>KUlH, CEBEPSIH, PYCCKUX,
eBporteriieB (the mentality of women, men, northerners, Russians, Europeans). CucreMa
IIOCTPOEHMSs 0011lecTBa Ha ITIOHATHY ''He Bbifensicsa' chopMrpoBaia B HaceJIeHUU
pabcekyto ncuxosnoruto (The societal system based on the concept “don’t stand out” has
formed a slave mentality in the population.)

When something is off with someone’s nicuxuka or nicuxosnorus, the standard word for
insane is cymacmemuii (crazy, a word that took me about 25 years to learn how to spell
correctly). Cymacirepmuii can be good — Tsi Rymut Mue 100 po3?! Twi cymaciemmuii! (You
bought me 100 roses? You’re crazy!) — or bad — TbI mOTpaTUI OCTIEAHYE TeHbI'Y Ha 100
po3?! Tel cymacmremmuii! (You spent your last money on 100 roses? Are you out of your
mind?!)

Be3yMmHbIM (insane, literally “without mind”) is generally used expressively rather than
clinically: Kakoi1 6e3ymubiii feHb! (What a crazy day!)

Colloquially, people describe mental disorders as Tapakansi (literally “cockroaches”) as in: V
BCeX CBOU TapaKaHbI B roioBe (Everyone has issues.) Someone who is a little off emotionally
or psychologically might be uenoBexk c mpuBeTom (someone who is slightly kooky, literally “a
person passing on hello” — a phrase no one can figure out the origin of); worryTHIV (nUttY);
TPOHYTHIM (touched); crpaHHOBaTHIM (a bit strange). HeHopmanbHbIM (not normal) covers
everything from “having some oddities” to “completely crazy call the authorities.”



The most extreme forms of psychological disorders — and the most insulting words — are
based on the word ncuxuka: ricux (psycho); ncuxomnat (psychopath). Useful to know; bad to
use.

And now I definitely need a mental health day.
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