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BuHoBart: I’'m guilty, 1did it, sorry

Apologizing in Russian isn’t, at first glance, very complicated. You get used to rattling off
n3BUHUTe (excuse me) or npoctuTte (forgive me) whenever you step on someone’s toe in the
metro or whack someone with your backpack on the street.

In Russian you don’t say you’re sorry the way English speakers do. The closest to “sorry” in
Russian is mHe >kanb (I regret it) or co>kaneTs (to regret), but both are generally used to
express remorse and contrition for greater sins than forgetting to pick up the dry cleaning.

[Tpomy npomeHus (I ask forgiveness) is for fairly serious offenses, or when you want to
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impress someone with your sincerity. You might have been a bit brusque with someone:
[Ipority MpoIeHus, eCIx Bac ueM-To obujena (Forgive me if I've offended you in some way).
Or you might have to apologize for some truly terrible transgressions: OH npucHUJICSI MHe, BO
CHe OH O4YeHb IIPOCHUT NPOIIeHNS, a s1 He Mory IpocTUTh (I dreamed that he was begging for
my forgiveness, but I couldn’t forgive him).

Another way to apologize quite seriously is npomy n3BuHeHus (I ask you to excuse me): Eie
MIPOIITy M3BMHEHUS 3a TO, UTO TaK JIOJIT0 He NKcan — 4épToBcKoe HacTpoeHue (I ask your
forgiveness again for not writing for a long time — I was in one hell of a dark mood).

You might also hear npomry npoctuts (I ask you to forgive me), but this might come off as a
bit mannered: IIpoIily IPOCTUTH MeHS 3a MO0 HeTaKTHUUHYI0 IpAMoTY (Please forgive my
tactless candor).

You can also just say ITpoctuTe! (Forgive me!) This is good for a big apology: ITpocTuTe, eciu
3agesna Bac 3a >kuBoe (Forgive me if I touched a nerve). But it’s also good for a more casual
“excuse me”: [IpocTUTE 3a THOOOMBITCTBO, a CKOJIBKO JIeT BaieMy peoéHKy? (Forgive my
curiosity, but how old is your child?)

[TpocTuTe can also be used to apologize not so much for what you did but for your words. A
BOT 3TO y’Ke, mpocTute, xamcTBo (Now that’s plain rude, if you don’t mind me saying). You
can toss it in whenever you know that what you’re saying will annoy or offend your listener:
[IpocTUTe, ECITU MY>KUYMHA 00513aH 3a00TUTHCS 0 MAIllIMHE, TO ITOYeMY TaKOM 00s13aHHOCTHU
HeT y skeHIIUHBI? (Excuse me, but if a man must take care of the car, why doesn’t a woman
have the same responsibility?)

[Tapgox (pardon me) is used like mpocTuTe: [TapmoH, @ KaKOE OTHOIIIEHYE OBIBIIINI MY>K
rMeeT K KBapTupe? (Pardon me, but what is your ex-husband’s relationship to the
apartment?) It's fine to use, but don’t go overboard: Mus mapyioH, MagiamM, MbI He TIOHSITH
Ipyr apyra (Pardonnez-moi a thousand times, Madame. We misunderstood each other.)

Another way of apologizing is n3aBnHATbCS1/M3BUHUTECA (to apologize, ask for forgiveness).
You can say this in the past tense: CoHbKa 3BOHMJIA YTPOM, B ieHb IIOXOPOH B M3BUHSJIACh,
4YTO He CMO>KeT NpumnTHU (Sonya called in the morning on the day of the funeral. She
apologized for not being able to come). Or you can use it in the infinitive: A 1 yTo mory
coenathb? TonbKO M3BMHUTHCS (S0 what can I do? Only apologize). Or refuse to use it in the
infinitive: “Bygy st mepen Bcsikoi (0H BeIpyTancst) u3BuHATHes1!” (Apologize to any old so-
and-so? Ha! Never!)

But you can’t use it in the present tense. I3BuHst0Ch is Bad Russian. That’s what most of your
friends, teachers, grammar books and grammar sites will say. They tell you that you’re not
asking for forgiveness — nzBunuTte (forgive me) — but using the reflexive form
(u3BUHATHCS) to essentially forgive yourself. So when you bump into someone and say Oui!
M3BUHSOCH!, you are saying “Oh! I excuse myself!”

But other grammarians — the pro-usBunstocs group — disagree. First, they point out, if the
reflexive form is so bad, why is it fine in the past tense? When you say, {I U3BUHWJICS II€peT
Heli (I apologized to her, literally “before her”) or I u3aBnHuMIack, 1 0HAa MeHs pocTunia (I
apologized, and she forgave me) no one accuses you of being rude and excusing yourself. No,



the pro- folks say, not all reflexive verbs indicate action done to oneself. For example, cobaka
kycaercs (the dog bites) doesn’t mean that the dog bites itself, right?

They say that U3BUHATHCSA/M3BUHUTHCS are performative verbs. Performative verbs are verbs
whose action is carried out simply by saying them out loud. For example, when you say, “I
resign,” you resign. It’s the same with deny, forbid, confess, order, promise and several other
verbs. So when you say u3BuHSIIOCh, they argue, the act of saying it is the act of apologizing.
It’s fine.

But most linguists and grammarians don’t agree — even one who agrees it’s performative
considers it substandard language all the same. And most importantly for us foreign speakers
of Russian, the well-educated people at the university and the nice older couple in your
building think it’s Bad Russian. So you should probably not say n3BuHst0Cb.

There is, however, one exception. If you are from Odessa or are in Odessa, you can use the
local expression g1 fuKko u3BuHAIOCH (I'm terribly sorry, literally I ferociously apologize).
Bpocunachk fieByIIIKa Ko MHe: "fI TUKO U3BUHSIIOCH, BbI MeHS1, KOHEUHO, BPSiZ IU
nomuuTe...” (A young woman ran up to me and said, “I'm so awfully sorry, you probably
don’t remember me...”)

Instead, to keep everyone happy and believing that you are a well-educated Russian speaker,
say u3BUHUTe. I3BUHUTe 3a pe3Kue ci1oBa (Forgive my blunt talk). And to show how truly
classy you are, you might say: U3BuHUTe, UTO 5 TOBOPIO, KOrza BbI lepeduBaeTe (Forgive me
for speaking while you’re interrupting me).

There is, however, a curious form of n3BunuTe that doesn’t really mean an apology at all.
Sometimes u3BMHU, n3BUHUTE and especially y>k n3BuHM/U3BUHUTE are a way of
expressing disagreement with a statement or a protest against it. Y>k U3BBUHUTe, 3TO HMKaKasl
He HayuHasi paboTa, a nepernagbiBanue 6ymar! (What are you talking about? That’s not
scientific work at all! It’s just paper pushing!) It is also a way of saying “I’m sorry... not”):
PebsiTa, 51 y Bac BlepBbie, BO3MOYKHO MOM BOIIPOC HE B TeMY, BbI V3K U3BUHUTE (Guys, I'm
here with you for the first time, and maybe my question is not on topic, but... sorry). Or it’s
even a way of saying “and I don’t care what you think”: MHe ry1eBaTh Ha KOpoJisi, ¥ Ha €ro
6a6 B TosKe m1eBaTh, Y3k u3dBnHUTE (I couldn't care less about the king or his women, for that
matter. What of it?)

Instead of all this asking for forgiveness, you can just come out with it and admit you’re
wrong: Bunosat! (I’'m guilty!) Koreuno, s1 BuaoBat (Of course, it’s my fault).

Or here’s an interesting option: as I was searching the Corpus for examples, I kept finding
people who could always be blamed. For example: Eci BOBHMKHYT KaKue 651 TO HU OBITIO
3KOHOMMUECKHUe Ipobembl, BUHOBAT 6ymet KyapuH (If there are any problems with the
economy, blame it on Kudrin).

But there is one person who can always be blamed. This is A Thing: Bo Bcém BuHoBat Yybaric
(It’s all Chubais’ fault). O6pIBaTeNH MOSKET CIIATh CIOKOMHO: BO BCEM BMHOBAT Yybatic (Your
average guy can sleep peacefully: Chubais is to blame for everything).

Everybody does it whenever they need a scapegoat: Emié omHa 6ecipourphIiHas TeMa,



KOTOPYIO HaMepeHO 3KCIUTyaTUpoBaTh ''16;10Kk0" B mipeanBepuu BbIOOPOB: ''Bo BCéM
BHUHOBAT Yybatic" (There is another never-fail topic that Yabloko intends to exploit before
the elections: “Chubais is to blame for everything”).

So remember, if someone yells at you, don’t apologize! Just say: Bo Bcém BuHOBaT Yybaric!
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