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MoskeT 6p1TB: maybe

Now that we’ve explored most of the nuances, forms, complications and mysteries of “yes”
and “no” in Russian, how about the third general category of reply: maybe?

Because I never learn, I thought that “maybe” would be easy in Russian. And so I began,
confidently, with the most obvious “maybe” words and phrases.

And then I fell down two large rabbit holes.

But let’s start on more or less firm ground. We all know the basic way to say “maybe” in
Russian, and we are all joyful that it is almost just like it is in English: may be — mo>keT ObITB.
— Tl IPUAEIITH KO MHE CerofHs BeuepoM? —MosKeT ObITh. EC/IM OTIIYCTAT MeHS ¢ paboThI
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BoBpeMsl. (“Are you coming over to my place tonight?” “Maybe. If they let me out of work on
time.”) After looking at a few hundred examples, I can say with confidence that in about
50.95% of the cases, mo>keT 65ITh is leaning to positive that whatever might happen will
happen.

To make your maybe even more positive, say oueHb MoskeT 6bITh (Very maybe). Very maybe is
used to indicate higher likelihood and sometimes to indicate a higher level of snark: B Mo>keT
OBITh, TAKCUCTOM Oy/ielb paboTaTh? B OueHb MOKeT ObITh. B OTIHMUYHas podeccus s
nouepu auriomaTta (“Maybe you’ll get a job driving cabs?” “Very possible.” “Great
profession for a diplomat’s daughter.”)

There is even a higher form of likelihood which still, all the same, remains in the “maybe”
category: oueHb faske MoskeT ObITH (literally “very even maybe”). [Jaske puts more emphasis
on the already strong ouens (very), so this sounds like a good bet, if not a sure thing. Here’s
someone consoling a friend with an undemonstrative husband: OueHb faske MO>KeT OBITH,
YTO OH IIPOCTO He 3afyMbIBaeTCsI 00 5TOM: BO3MOSKHO, OH [TIPOCTO He TIOHUMaeT ee
HeoOXO0JMOCTHY B Ma/leHbKUX 3HaKaxX BHUMaHus (It’s very possible indeed that he simply
doesn’t think about it; it’s possible he simply doesn’t see that she needs small signs of
attention).

But pay attention: sometimes mo>keT ObITB isn’t maybe, but may be: ITo xony dunpma
IOYMaeIllb, a 3Ta KCTOPKS MO>KeT ObITh IpaBpoi? (As you watch the film you think: this story
may be true.)

And then watch your feet, because there is a “maybe” rabbit hole: the difference between
mosKReT 6b1Th and O6bITH MO>KeT. When you ask people and read about this, you begin to
wonder if Russians are speaking — and speaking about — the same language. One person
writes: “MoskeT O6bITB" 3TO MOUTHU YTBEP>KAEHME U Bepa. ''BbITh MOsKeT' 3TO MeuTa 0
HecOBITOUHOM, ManoBepossTHOM (MosKeT OBITSH is almost an assertion and belief. BBITB
moskeT is a dream of something that is unrealizable, unlikely.) Another person writes: Mo>keT
OBITH — 3TO WU MOSKET WU HET, a ObITh MOSKeT, — YTBepAUTEeIbHOE ITOHSITHE, [I0UTHU
HaBepHsiKa (MoskeT 66ITh means ‘it might be or it might not be”; 6p1Tbh MO3KeT is an
assertion of fact, almost a certainty.) A third person simply says: BbITb MO>KeT — 110331
(BBITH MO>KET is poetic.)

When I looked at examples, I found a slight — mo>keT 6b1TH — tendency for 66ITH MO3KeT to be
less likely. Like here, where the likelihood is about a million to one: KymnuTe 6uneTnk
noTepeu, 6BITH MO>KeT, BaM To>Ke moBe3€éT! (Buy a lottery ticket and maybe you’ll be lucky!)

Or maybe the lottery ticket seller is trying to make it seem that it’s really likely you’ll win?

Beats me. Grammar books don’t write about this, which makes me think there’s nothing to
write about. I think, despite the thoughtful explanations, it’s just individual usage.

Moving along... we’re in the light again with Bo3amos>kHo (it’s possible), which is pretty much
always positive, albeit uncertain: Bo3amM0>KHO, OH IPOCTO Paf0CTHIO IOAETUTHCS IPUIIIET,
YTO ero 1o TeneBU30py nokaszanu (It’s possible he just came to share his pleasure at being on
TV).



And we’re also smiling in the sunshine with fymaeTcs, one of those lovely reflexive
impersonal constructions that posits a person sitting passively while thoughts happen to him.
It just means “I think” or “it seems to me,” and suggests that maybe something might occur:
Mo>KHO 661710 6B TPOFOKATH U AaJibllle, HO, IYMAETCsI, 3TO TOT CAyJali, KOTj]a U TaK BCé
sicHo (We could have continued on, but perhaps this is one of those cases when everything is
already crystal clear.) That is, we might ask the student more questions but since it’s more
than clear that he hasn’t done any of the reading, why torture the kid?

And, like mo>keT 6bITB, ymaeTcs has a more literal meaning that you keep an eye out for: B
ropax U ObIIIUTCS, U JYMaeTcsl, U YyBCTBYeTCs coBceM nHaue (In the mountains breathing,
thinking and feeling are all entirely different).

And then we’re on the edge of the second rabbit hole with HaBepHo (probably). Or is it
HaBepHoe? Are they the same? Most grammarians say yes, there is no difference between the
two words these days, although HaBepHO might be a tad more colloquial than HaBepHOe. You
remember this lovely phrase: 1a HeT, HaBepHO (probably not, literally yes no probably).

There is, however, one very interesting aspect to this: a century ago HaBepHOo meant “for
sure, certainly” — Ha BepHO (to be sure). And one dictionary still cites this definition, which
is almost the opposite of the current meaning of “probably.” This is the meaning when
HaBepHO is used as an adverb and not a parenthetical phrase.

So to understand if something is absolutely going to happen or just maybe might happen, you
need to recognize the difference between a parenthetical phrase and adverb. Easy peasy,
right?

Actually, it is. A parenthetical phrase or word (BBofiHas1 ¢ppa3a, BBOJIHOe CII0BO) is a word or
phrase describing the speaker’s attitude to what he or she is saying. It is set off in commas
and can be removed without changing the meaning of the rest of the sentence. Ona, HaBepHoO,
Mo-npeskHeMy ITBET yTpoM Kode c meueHbeM (She probably has coffee with a biscuit for
breakfast). You can pop out “HaBepH0” — which expresses the speaker’s assumption that
this information is true — and not change the meaning of the rest of sentence.

But take a look at this: Temneps s1 3T0 HaBepHO 3Hat0 (Now I know this for sure). Here HaBepHO
is an adverb and it can’t be removed from the sentence without changing the meaning — that
the speaker is certain about this.

Don’t worry — the adverbial HaBepHoO is not very common. In most cases, you’ll see by the
context (and commas) that we are speaking about probability. Ho BbI, HaBepHO, y>Ke TIOHSIN
(But you probably already got that).

And how cool is it that you just took in some grammar without even noticing. Hy Bb5I,
HaBepHOe, OUeHb CUIbHbBIE CTYeHThI! CTaBio Bam nsTh! (You're probably very strong
students. I'll give you all A's!)
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