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I'm All For It!
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3a cnnHown Pixabay
3a u npotuB: for and against

It’s Friday on another weirdly warm winter day in the Russian capital, and to mark the
weirdness, we’re going to do a deep dive into a mass of weird Russian usage. But let’s start
with a pop quiz. Today’s topic: yet another one of those prepositions that are the bane of
Russian language-learners’ existence.

3ameans: a) for; b) behind; c) outside; d) after; e) before; f) none of the above; g) all of the
above; h) shut up I hate this.

If you chose (g) you’re right. If you chose (h), no offense taken. Two little letters; so much
misery.
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I had hoped to go way back in the language to discover some proto-3a that would tie up all
these disparate meanings and usages into one word or concept. But instead, etymological
dictionaries admitted: Boobiiie roBopsi, UICTOPHSI 3TOTO MpejIora He u3 sicHbIX (Basically, the
history of this preposition is not what you’d call clear.)

Right. Got it. But there is some good news. 3a only uses two cases: the accusative when there is
movement or action and the instrumental when there is no movement. Of course, there are
exceptions; what would Russian be without its exceptions?

I've divided up 3a usage and meaning by categories, some broad, some very narrow. 3a
paboty! (Down to work!)

Behind, outside of, beyond. Here you use the instrumental case when you are located behind
or beyond something: TeaTpanbHbIe HeTH O0JIbIIIEN YaCTHIO POC/IM 3a KYJIMCAMU B TeaTpe
(For the most part theater kids grew up backstage.) MsI crifjenu 3a CTOJIOM U [ejajiu YPOKU
(We sat at — behind — the desk and did our homework.) MbI IpoBOAXM JIETO 3a TOPOJIOM
(We spend summers outside the city.)

You use the accusative case when you move behind or beyond something: TeprieTs He Mmory
exaTh 3a ropoy; B nsaTHUILY (I can’t stand going out of the city on Friday.) OH cen 3a cTon u
B3s1 pyuKy (He sat down at the desk and picked up the pen.) Korga oHa Boiia B KOMHATY, OH
BBIIIIeN 3a IBephb (When she came into the room, he slipped behind the door.)

If the case endings are hard to remember, try this for a mnemonic device: OHa BbIIIl/Ia 3a HEro
3amysK. (She married him.) OHa 6511a 3aMy>keM 3a HUM 15 jieT (She was married to him for 15
years). See? Moving into a state of matrimony (accusative case), being stuck, er, being in a
state of matrimony (instrumental case).

Annoying exception: The one time you use the instrumental case with action is when talking
about following behind or chasing after something or someone. M&I ciiefjoBanu 3a TUAOM.
(We followed the guide.) CTapyiika mia 3a koposoti (The old woman walked behind the cow.)
3a IByMs 3alIlaMM IOTOHUIIIBCSI — HU OAHOTO He roviMmaentb (If you chase after two hares,
you’ll catch none.)

Weird usage: over, above. Use 3a + accusative case to express “beyond” in time or age. Emy
Jlajieko 3a copok jeT (He’s way older than 40.) OH nmpuexar 3a nonHoub (He showed up after
midnight.)

More weird usage: at a distance. This uses the accusative: Ero mpocToHapo/jHbI} BBITOBOP 3a
ruitoMmeTp 65110 CtbirHO (You could hear his folksy way of speaking a kilometer away.)

And even more weird usage: for the duration of, in a period of time. This also uses the
accusative: 3a Tpu JHSI OHM HaMKCaIM HOBBIY ITaH paboTsl (They wrote a new work plan in
three days.) Takoro He Bufesn 3a BCIO CBOIO JKU3Hb (I've never seen anything like that in my
whole life.)

Weird usage continues: before. This is very specific usage: X amount of time before some
event. 3a TpU JHS IO CMePTH OH 3aKOHY M cBoM poMaH. (He finished his novel three days
before he died.)



Special case weird usage: grab, bite, haul away by. This doesn’t come up a lot unless you work
on a farm or know some very rude people. You use 3a and the accusative when you grab
someone by the arm or something bites you in the butt. [TomHI0, Kak Tebst Mos1 cobaka 3a
3apHuUIy nokycana (I remember how my dog bit you in the ass). XBats ero 3a pyky! (Grab
him by the arm!)

For. Ah, breathe out again. 3a is often “for” in English.

A — 3a! (I'm for it!) Use 3a + accusative case when you want to express worrying, caring,
voting, fighting, paying, speaking up, etc. for someone or something. MsI ronocoBanu 3a
KaHguaaTa oT [laptuu 3enénbix (We voted for the candidate from the Green Party.) PebsiTa
6oproTcs 3a cupaBemuBocTh (The guys are fighting for justice.) Mbl pacitaTuiINCh 3a Y3KUH
U BRI 13 pecTopaHa (We paid for dinner and left the restaurant.) MsI To>Ke IIJTaTUIN 3a
Hero (We also paid for him.) MbI BosTHOBammch 3a moux poguteneit (We worried about my
parents.) ATBOKAT XOPOIIIO BRICTYIINI 3a 06BuHsIeMoro (The lawyer spoke well for the
defendant.)

For in the sense of an exchange: Oko 3a oko (An eye for an eye.) 3To He T7Ty60K0e YyBCTBO!
3To npocto 10608k 3a AeHbru! (They don’t have deep feelings. It’s love for money.)

Third-to-last weird usage: while, during. 3a + instrumental can mean “while” with words
that denote or describe a time period. §I Bcergja unTaro 3a y>kuHoMm (I always read while I’'m
having dinner.) Banst HUueM He UHTepecyeTCs, 3a YPOKOM OHa UTpaeT B KyKiIbI (Valya isn’t
interesting in anything, and she plays dolls during the lesson.)

Second-to-last weird usage: as. 3a + accusative can be used when you are describing some
quality, characteristic, or example. OHM UTO, C4UTAIOT MeHs 3a uguoTa? (Do they think I’m
an idiot or what?) Bepu Moe aThs 3a oopasers (Take my dress as a pattern).

Finally! Last weird usage: 3a + instrumental can be used to describe something that you are
after — a goal, purpose, or even a thing. On momén 3a xsiebom (He went to buy bread). Ouu
cnepsat 3a nnopsiikom (They look after things to make sure everything is in order.) Bepémics 3a
paboTy (Let’s get down to work!) — or simply 3a pab6oTy (see above).

Is your head spinning? There’s no easy way to learn 3a. But if you can remember mormésn 3a
xy1e60M, BBIIIIIA 32 HEro 3aMy>K and rojgocoBainu 3a, you'll be on the right path.

A s novigy 3a nuBoMm. (And I’m going to get a beer.)
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