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Introduction 

 There is an old Russian folk saying that one cannot know a person well until one has 

eaten enough meals to have consumed an entire pood (about 36 pounds) of salt with them. 

Popularly, this saying is meant to serve as a guide for when to switch from the formal form of 

pronominal address, vy, to the informal, ty. This folk wisdom suggests a level of subtlety and 

conservatism that would be unfamiliar to most native Russian speakers today. In the modern 

practice of Russian the switch from vy to ty is often much more casual. What typically occurs is 

as follows, you're chatting with someone and want to establish a friendship. This feeling seems 

to be reciprocated so one person will say to the other "Let's be on ty, ok?" The other person 

usually says, "Yes, of course." When that happens, you've been welcomed into the fold and pass 

from the public realm of stranger or co-worker into the private realm of friend.  

Of course there are many other ways that intimacy, social status, and respect can be 

expressed in Russian beyond the formal and informal pronoun. Honorifics, diminutives of proper 

names, and title can all be used to variably create closeness or distance between interlocutors but 

these are not the subject of the present paper.  The disparity between the metabelief of formality 

and distance in pronoun use expressed in the saying “You cannot know a man until you’ve eaten 

a pood of salt with him,” and the actual practice of speech in modern Russia is ultimately a 

historical one. The values embedded in the saying, and its antiquated unit of measurement, are an 

anachronism representative of the rigid social values found under tsarist rule in the 18
th

 and 19
th

 

Century, when ty/vy distinctions were introduced into Russian speech by the aristocracy in 

imitation of French (Brown and Gilman 1960). Much has changed in Russian life since that 

period, as the volatile history of the 20
th

 century attests. By exploring the development of 
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pronominal address usage, and the metalinguistic beliefs attached to such use, insight into the 

changing nature of class and social antagonisms over the same period may be achieved. 

In this respect, this paper draws heavily on the methods of Paul Friedrich, who studied 

19
th

 century Russian pronominal address and class relations in the 1970s. His approach identified 

ten components of pronoun use in Russian at the time: the topic of discourse, the context of the 

speech event; then age, generation, sex and kinship status; then dialect, group membership and 

relative jural and political authority; and finally, emotional solidarity—the sympathy and 

antipathy between the two speakers. Social relationships expressed aspects of these ten 

components in a variety of interesting ways in both public and private spheres. Friedrich 

explores the relative position of each of the speakers to one another and to society and places 

particular emphasis on the role of class in the public sphere and patriarchal gender relationships 

in the private sphere. In both spheres, symmetrical relationships, where both individuals were of 

similar status, the use of vy was the norm. Officer–officer; childhood friend-childhood friend; 

lover-lover. In asymmetrical relationships, the person of higher status often referred to the person 

of lower status with ty while the higher status person would have always received the formal vy. 

Examples of asymmetrical relationships include father-daughter, manager-worker, landlord-serf 

(Friedrich 1979).  

Russian ty and vy pronouns are part of a larger language phenomenon referred to as T/V 

distinctions that are found in many other languages including Spanish, French, and historically, 

in English. The use of formal and informal pronouns in any language offers a unique opportunity 

to plumb the metalinguistic beliefs related to social hierarchies and relationships because they 

manifest in complex and changes ways across time and space. Though it is not within the scope 

of this paper to answer questions related to cross-cultural similarities and differences of T/V 
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distinction, this paper seeks to offer more insight into historical changes within the Russian 

language in order to build on the existing analysis of T/V distinction literature more generally.   

Using Friedrich’s ten components as a starting point for analysis, pronominal address will 

be considered in three periods of the 20
th

 Century: Revolution, Post-Revolution and Perestroika 

to the present. In addition to analyzing how pronoun use in each of these periods reflects the ten 

components laid out by Friedrich, ideological and socio-economic factors in changes in use will 

be considered and discussed, especially as means of drawing out the material basis for apparent 

metalinguistic beliefs. Lastly, these periods will be compared to one another in the hopes of 

illuminating potential patterns over time. This analysis will draw on literary sources and primary 

sources such as letters and government documents to support conclusions. 

The theoretical basis for understanding language change in this context is influenced by 

Friedrich’s approach which was closer to Bourdieu’s dialectic than to Sapir and Whorf’s 

linguistic relativity, wherein language determines world-view. An attempt at a diachronic 

understanding of social antagonisms through the lens of pronominal address cannot be conducted 

on the basis of an either-or, mechanical materialist vs. idealist understanding of language, which 

can dichotomize it into its ideological or material antecedents. It must view language as an ever-

changing, socio-cultural organism constituted of the sum total effects of the interpenetration of 

ideology, material conditions, response, interaction and perception manifested both socially and 

individually over the long and short term.  Additionally, consideration of language use must take 

into consideration ways in which societal power structures are reified and consolidated through 

subtle language forms such as pronominal address (Bourdieu and Thompson 1991). Social and 

material changes, such as those occurring in Russia over the past century, do not, in general, lead 
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directly to self-conscious changes in speech behavior but they can lead to shifts in the beliefs and 

habits that motivate and vivify social behaviors like language.  

Revolutionary Period  

 The period between the years of 1917 and 1924 was one of unprecedented change in 

Russian and world history. When the workers seized control of the government in October 1917 

under the leadership of the Bolsheviks, Russian class relations were rapidly transformed and the 

country was thrust headlong into the modern era. Irrespective of the horror and oppression of 

what was to come under Stalin, the first years of the Revolution cannot be characterized as 

anything other than socially progressive. In the first constitution ratified in 1918, the new 

government established universal suffrage for all citizens who earned an income through labor 

regardless of gender, age, or ethnicity; it severed state ties with the church; guaranteed freedom 

of religion; and nationalized banks, railroads, agricultural property and “all forests, treasures of 

the earth, and waters of general public utility (Soviets 1918).”  

In addition to rights declared by the Constitution, the new government legalized abortion 

and contraception, decriminalized homosexuality, established public education, expanded arts, 

science and public works funding exponentially, guaranteed the rights of ethnic minorities and 

submitted all positions of authority, including factory managers and military officers, to 

democratic election. These changes in Russian social and political life came at a time when 

Europe was enveloped in a horrific world war. Additionally, the years following the Revolution 

witnessed the exit of foreign capital, the encirclement of the country by hostile forces, and a 

bitter and bloody civil war. It is unthinkable that such change would not reverberate through all 

levels of cultural life, changing the habits of people, including those related to language, in 
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profound ways.  In terms of policy, the new Soviet government adopted a pluralistic position 

toward languages. While Russian was the official language of the government and party, no 

doubt excluding some from participation, non-Russian languages were taught in schools and 

accepted in other realms of Soviet life. In a letter on the position of the Bolsheviks from 1914 

Lenin writes,  

What we do not want is the element of coercion. We do not want to have people driven 

into paradise with a cudgel; for no matter how many fine phrases about “culture” you 

may utter, a compulsory official language involves coercion, the use of the cudgel. We do 

not think that the great and mighty Russian language needs anyone having to study it by 

sheer compulsion… That is why Russian Marxists say that there must be no compulsory 

official language, that the population must be provided with schools where teaching will 

be carried on in all the local languages, that a fundamental law must be introduced in the 

constitution declaring invalid all privileges of any one nation and all violations of the 

rights of national minorities (Lenin 1972). 

Whether or not there was a distinct policy in regards to pronominal usage is less clear.  

On July 18, 1922 an essay by Leon Trotsky was published in the Russian newspaper Ivestia 

titled “Thou and you in the Red Army.” The brief essay discusses a reported incident between a 

soldier and an officer and then explores the use and social connotations of the formal and 

informal vy and ty pronouns. In some cases the use of the informal ty in relationships among 

soldiers may be a sign of mutual respect and comradely affection but in others “the familiar form 

will convey disdain, disrespect, a looking down the nose, and a shade of lordly hauteur.” This 

tone, Trotsky writes, is impermissible in the Red Army (Trotsky 1973). 
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For the Bolsheviks, reform of the hierarchical relationships that existed within the army 

was a necessary task if the Revolution was to be successful. Opposition to WWI had been a 

major impetus for the Revolution as thousands of people, mostly impoverished peasants, were 

pressed into service, often under the command of aristocratic officers who had little respect for 

the men they were to lead. The theory of permanent revolution formulated by Trotsky in 1905 

stressed the importance of the leadership of a party oriented to the working classes that was 

supported by the peasantry for the successful completion of a socialist transformation of society. 

To reform the army in large part meant the empowerment of the peasantry, not to mention 

defense against counter-revolutionary and White tsarist forces. Though he did not hesitate to 

enlist the service of seasoned officers and commanders from the tsarist period, Trotsky also 

instituted a policy of democratic election for officers and established universal military education 

for promising workers and peasants. At every turn Trotsky encouraged commanders to lead the 

men and women who served in the Workers’ and Peasants’ Red Army both physically and 

ideologically. Though policy regarding ty/vy usage was not specifically outlined, it may be 

inferred from descriptions of practical measures taken to reform the army. The theses adopted by 

the Eighth Congress of the Russian Communist Party in March 1919 included the following 

resolution, which may refer to both material and non-material privilege.  “Military regulations to 

be revised with a view to making them more concise wherever possible, eliminating all 

archaisms and provisions establishing unnecessary privileges for the commanding personnel, and 

allotting the proper place in the schedule of activities to questions of political education (Trotsky 

1981).” The reference to “archaisms” in the existing system mirrors ways in which formal and 

informal pronominal address was referred to throughout Soviet literature and therefore its 

inclusion in this measure may be implied
1
.   

                                                           
1 Equality expressed in speech in military contexts seems to have been a common demand of revolutionary Socialists in the early 



7 

 

Language historians Comrie and Stone disagree with Paul Friedrich’s assertion that the 

use of ty was implemented in the Red Army, seeing no documentary evidence of such a policy 

(Comrie and Stone 1978). Considering their disagreement with Friedrich and the commentary by 

Trotsky, who was the Commissar of the Red Army, it is more likely that, if any policy were 

enacted, it related to the suggested use of vy in the context of officer address to subordinates or 

even perhaps of managers to workers. That Trotsky makes no mention of a specific policy, 

however, suggests that, at least in terms of the society-at-large, the use of vy was a behavior to 

encourage rather than something that could be legislated into existence. In this way, the 

Bolsheviks may have been attempting to excise the conceptions of pronominal usage associated 

with class by elevating all speakers to the level of vy thereby encouraging emotional solidarity 

among them. During the tsarist period, Friedrich asserts that vy was reciprocated “between any 

two persons desiring to show respect or deference, regardless of their relative status.” This 

individually motivated and ideological action was usually secondary to a socially determined 

expectation of asymmetry, as might be expected in verbal intercourse between two members of a 

differing class, a serf and a landlord for example (Friedrich 1979).  

By destroying the class structure that existed under the Tsar, the workers, under the 

leadership of the Bolsheviks, had eliminated the socially and economically determining factor 

that had governed class-related usage of informal and formal pronoun usage. In some sense, 

Trotsky is expressing an attempt to prevent those pronouns from being grafted on to or adapted 

to new forms of hierarchical social relationships and the consciousness of the Russian public 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
twentieth century. George Orwell wrote in Homage to Catalonia, “The lieutenant who instructed us was a stout, fresh-faced, 

pleasant young man who had previously been a Regular Army officer, and still looked like one, with his smart carriage and 

spick-and-span uniform. Curiously enough he was a sincere and ardent Socialist. Even more than the men themselves he insisted 

upon complete social equality between all ranks. I remember his pained surprise when an ignorant recruit addressed him as 

'Señor'. 'What! Señor? Who is that calling me Señor? Are we not all comrades (Orwell 1952)?” 
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from slipping into its old feudal habits.  Both Lenin and Trotsky adhered to the classical Marxist 

conception that class consciousness lags behind conditions. They therefore conceived the role of 

political parties as either assisting with the development of class consciousness or, as in the case 

of the Mensheviks and Narodniks, obscuring the nature of class relations in order to maintain the 

status quo. The language principles expressed by the Bolsheviks largely reflect this conception. 

However, they could not be classified as Whorfians who believed that by changing language 

behaviors, real material changes in relationships and thoughts about those relationships could be 

created in the society at large. Rather policy and procedure related to language behavior were 

considered in the context of military discipline and workplace respect in an attempt to bring 

habits into line with the material changes that had already occurred. Any policy related to 

language must also be considered as part of the larger practice of improving the lives of workers 

and peasants through educational and cultural initiatives. Further, the discussion of ty/vy by 

Trotsky in The Revolution Betrayed, addressed in the following section of this paper, suggests 

that the demand for universal usage of vy between managers and workers was not something 

implemented from above by party leadership. Rather it was something the workers themselves 

agitated for. There is no evidence to suggest that either Lenin or Trotsky objected to the use of 

the informal more generally or in the context of intimate relationships.  

Lenin seems to have been particularly judicious in his use of the informal ty, using the 

pronoun only with a very select number of intimate friends and family members. The men 

included only two close friends Julius Martov and Gleb Krzhizhanovsky. Lenin eventually had 

significant political disagreements with both Martov and Krzhihanovsky (Martov ultimately 

became a leading Menshevik) and ceased to use the informal form ty with them after that time. 

The women addressed informally in letters include his mother, wife, sisters and his close 
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comrade, Inessa Armand. That Lenin used the ty  form with a female who was non-kin suggests 

a deep level of intimacy (Wolfe 1965). In the summer of 1914 he wrote the following to 

Armand.  

Never, never have I written that I esteem only three women. Never!! I've written that 

fullest friendship, absolute esteem and confidence of mine are confined to only 2-3 

women. That is quite another…quite, quite another thing. I hope we will see each other 

here after the congress and speak about it (Pipes 1996). 

 This reticence to use the informal with non-kin females and the withdrawal of the use of 

the form with friends with which one has had a falling indicates a metalinguistic belief in the 

separation of intimate and public spheres and a verbal marking of those relationships. Use of the 

ty pronoun was a formal means of expressing affection, love or intellectual closeness and of 

marking and maintaining the boundaries of private and ideological space. The application of the 

informal ty seems to have been as complex a negotiation of personal emotions and affiliations for 

the leader of the Bolsheviks as it was for the middle class in Anna Karenina in the previous 

century. It seems likely then that personal, intimate usage of pronominal address survived the 

Revolution while public forms related specifically to class may have been less stable.     

Post-Revolutionary period:  

 The death of Lenin in 1924 was followed over the next decade by the expulsion of the 

Left Opposition led by Leon Trotsky, the abandonment of internationalism by the Comintern, 

and the murder of thousands of intellectuals, artists and political opponents by the Stalinist 

bureaucracy. This counterrevolutionary trajectory had a profound effect on the character of the 

Soviet Union, which was refracted through social policy. Many of the progressive acts of the 
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Revolutionary period were undone, including many policies related to language.  First, the 

Stalinist bureaucracy shifted away from a pluralistic and tolerant stance toward a policy of 

increased Russification and coercion. While the Russian language had always served as the 

lingua franca of the Party and administrative branches of the government since the Revolution, 

the Stalinist bureaucracy promoted and legislated Russian as means of solidifying a singular 

Russian identity (Grenoble 2003). Secondly, the effort to encourage the use of vy as a mark of 

equality and mutual respect among workers, managers, and the military seems to have been 

abandoned. Interestingly this effort was discarded concurrent to the withdrawal of democratic 

elections for military officers and the reestablishment of tsarist-era officer hierarchy in the Red 

Army.  

 In The Revolution Betrayed, Trotsky noted this shift in the use of vy and warned that it 

held implications for the future of the worker’s state. The demand for the abolition of the use of 

the second person singular by bosses addressing their subordinates had “been one of the most 

popular revolutionary slogans in tsarist Russia (Trotsky 1991, p 89).” That its use was again 

flowering under Stalinist bureaucracy, and that this flowering went unnoticed in the press or by 

the public, indicated a degeneration of the worker’s state. He writes that “the source of this 

revival of genuine Russian barbarism is indubitably the Soviet Thermidor, which has given 

complete independence and freedom from control to a bureaucracy possessing little culture, and 

has given to the masses the well-known gospel of obedience and silence (Trotsky 1991).” 

 The oppressive and emasculating character of pronominal usage in pre-Revolutionary 

Russia is attested in a powerful scene in Pushkin’s The Stationmaster. In it, a young member of 

the gentry seduces the adolescent daughter of an older war veteran and stationmaster. When the 

stationmaster goes to the house of the aristocrat to look for his ruined daughter, the young man 
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angrily throws him out and refers to the older man with the informal ty, humiliating him. In this 

case, public class status trumped age as a conveyer of respect and determined the asymmetry 

between them. It served to denigrate the low-ranking and solidify positions of power. It was this 

form of servility that the Bolsheviks sought to root out by their promotion of the public use of vy 

and which seemingly passed unnoticed by the bureaucracy. The difference reflects not only 

differing ideas of what constituted Marxist theory but also what constituted the central tasks of a 

Marxist party. One strove for the alignment of working class consciousness with conditions, the 

other for the maintenance of state power.  

 Trotsky’s view of language change as it related to the lived social and individual 

experiences within the USSR and which could be said to characterize perceptions of pronoun use 

in the Revolutionary period stands in sharp contrast to the economic determinism of Stalin on the 

same subject. Stalin’s opinions on linguistics changed at various points in the Post-revolutionary 

period. Initially, his stance on language development and Soviet policy had been influenced by 

the linguist N.Y. Marr, whose Japhetic theory of language attempted to graft Marxist conceptions 

of class struggle onto historical language development. For Stalin, and the bureaucratic milieu he 

represented, this view of language was consistent with their attempts in the 1920s and 30s to 

create a proletarian science which was divorced from the bourgeois traditions of the previous era. 

In this sense, language and its components were implements that helped build a society’s cultural 

“superstructure” which arose from an economic base. Language could then be made to “serve” 

the dominant class of a given epoch. Therefore change primarily came in the form of new 

vocabulary, which reflected advancements in technology and development. Changes to 

vocabulary since the Revolution then might indicate shifts in national proletarian culture. In this 

view, language components serve as a kind of adornment or strengthening agent for the larger 
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culture, which is categorical (Pollock 2006). In this view, the bureaucracy was considered a 

necessary structural element of the state, one that increasingly became a permanent fixture as the 

USSR abandoned internationalism and embraced the theory of socialism in one country. Though 

it may seem contradictory on the surface because of the emphasis on proletarian culture, the 

neglect of the universal vy as a programmatic demand in both the workplace and military served 

the bureaucracy well.   

In a series of articles published in Pravda in 1950, at a time when it was becoming clear 

to the bureaucracy that Soviet science could no longer ignore the contributions of bourgeois 

scientists, Stalin broke with the Marrists and attempted to reformulate Marxist linguistic theory. 

In the articles, which were organized as a series of questions and answers between himself and 

“young comrades,” Stalin rejected the idea of language as part of the cultural superstructure 

arising from the economic base. Language was not an expression of false class consciousness but 

was instead conceived of as a politically neutral tool. “While it differs in principle from the 

superstructure, language does not differ from instruments of production, from machines, let us 

say, which are as indifferent to classes as is language and may, like it, equally serve a capitalist 

system and a socialist system (Stalin 1950).” In terms of language policy, the Soviet bureaucracy 

grew increasingly nationalistic through this period, promoting Russian as the official language 

and suppressing native languages. No evidence for a specific policy related to pronominal 

address has been found and it can be assumed to have been abandoned by this point.    

The effect of state level language philosophy and policy on the language of everyday 

people is difficult to discern and should be a subject of significant further study. What can be 

gleaned from the literature of the period, however, is that asymmetrical pronominal usage 

persisted in public and private, though not necessarily in the same complex forms as they had 
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before the Revolution. Though classes did not exist in the same form as before the Revolution, 

social differentiation based on occupation, location, age, and gender remained. The persistence 

of old language in new social contexts is interestingly displayed in Alexander Solzhenitsyn’s 

1953 short story Matryona’s Home. The story follows the narrator, a teacher recently freed from 

a gulag, as he settles in a remote collective farm in the provinces. The narrator lives in the home 

of a simple rural woman name Matryona and interacts with the people of the village who live a 

rough, impoverished existence not unlike the serfs of the previous century.  

The short story highlights the growing stratification between urban and rural, educated 

and uneducated in Russia both in terms of material security as well as cultural development. A 

subtle hierarchy of this dynamic is suggested by the pronominal usage of the characters and is 

evident from the very beginning of the story when the narrator reports on an interaction he has 

with a milk seller in the train station upon arriving at the village. 

I was struck by the way she talked. Instead of a normal speaking voice she used an 

ingratiating sing-song, and her words were the ones I was longing to hear when I left 

Asia for this place. 

“Drink, and God bless you (ty). You must be a stranger round here?” 

“And where are you (vy) from?” I asked, feeling more cheerful.  

 In this interaction, the milk seller refers to the narrator as ty while the narrator uses vy. 

The social hierarchy implied by this interaction has many possible antecedents.  The most 

obvious is gender, which is one of the components of pronominal usage in the tsarist period 

remarked upon by Friedrich. This interaction cannot be reduced to sex differentiation, however, 

as ty would have indicated a certain level of intimacy or kinship ties among the speakers and 
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since the male speaker is also situated above the milk seller in terms of occupation, education 

and place of origin, it would not have been considered rude for him to refer to her using ty in the 

19
th

 century but it would have certainly been rude in the 20th. In this case, there is some sense 

that the narrator feels a sentimental affection for the milk seller as a social type- a rustic 

anachronism representing the purity of rural Russia and out of respect for this refers to her using 

vy. By the use of vy the narrator is not situating himself socially above the milk seller, in a 

fatherly position that an educated, urban male might have expected to fill in this type of 

interaction as Friedrich suggests may have existed in the 19
th

 century. In some ways then, this 

interaction also symbolizes a measure of emotional solidarity that the narrator may feel toward 

the milk seller and to the rural setting he has found himself in. The use of vy by the narrator is 

both ideologically and materially situating and expressive. In contrast, the use of ty by the milk 

seller may be intended to accentuate a bucolic coarseness or a rebellious streak that ignores 

social convention and hierarchical norms. What can perhaps be seen in this interaction is both a 

moment of flux in pronominal usage as well as its use as a means of subtle social negotiation.  

 Another interesting example of pronominal address norms from the late Stalinist period 

comes from Mikhail Kalatozov’s cinematic classic, The Cranes are Flying, released in 1957. In 

the movie, two young lovers, Boris and Veronica, are separated when Boris is drafted into the 

army during WWII. After Veronica’s family is killed in an air raid, she moves in with Boris’s 

family and is forced to fight off the increasingly forceful overtures of Boris’s cousin Mark, a 

concert pianist whose talent exempts him from the draft. Various interactions throughout the film 

give some idea of the tenor of pronoun usage at this point in Russian history. In scenes where 

Boris is depicted working in a factory or interacting with his fellow soldiers, all of the men refer 

to one another as vy, even if they are very close, or have an asymmetrical relationship (manager-
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worker). Boris and Veronica use ty with one another. During one serious scene, Boris takes a 

formal tone with Veronica in order to tell her that he’s been drafted. Though he continues to use 

ty Boris uses the formal form of her name, which she chides him for and insists he always call 

her by her pet name, Squirrel.  

 Most of the characters in The Cranes are Flying consistently use vy with co-workers, 

friends, and in most inter-generational, cross-gender communication with strangers, relationships 

that would have been considered asymmetrical in the 19
th

 century. The most striking use of ty is 

that between Mark, Boris’s cousin, and Veronica. In one revealing scene, Veronica is waiting for 

Boris on a bridge but Mark comes instead, rushing enthusiastically to her side. She is clearly 

disappointed, she shrinks from him and the following interaction unfolds.   

 “Hello. Boris is at the factory day and night. Are you (ty) waiting for him?” 

 “I’m not waiting for anyone.” 

 “Veronica (diminutive of her name), in wartime it’s important not to lose your (ty) head. 

Try to live a normal life. Like me. I dream of dedicating a piano concerto to you (ty). Will you 

(ty) come to hear it?” 

 “Won’t you (ty) be drafted?” 

 “Drafted? I don’t know. I doubt it.” 

 “And why is that?” 

 “The most talented people will be exempt.” 

 “And you (ty) suppose you’re (ty) talented?” 
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 What is striking in this interaction is that Veronica is responding to Mark in the informal 

even though she clearly dislikes him and continues to speak in this manner with Mark even after 

he assaults her, coerces her into marriage, cheats on her and she finally leaves him. At no point 

during the movie does Veronica use ty to demarcate intimate relationship boundaries.  If the 

behavior ascribed to Lenin in his personal relationships is considered to be the norm during the 

period in which he lived (and in the period before, if Friedrich is correct), the interpersonal use 

of ty in The Cranes are Flying signifies a departure from previous relationship norms. There is a 

tendency toward a more casual use of the informal ty that perhaps reflects changes in beliefs 

about relationships, expressing intimacy and boundary maintenance. Additionally, the virtual 

absence of the use of ty/vy switching in relationships of differential power or status (between 

Boris’s prominent physician father and young, female factory workers, for example) may 

indicate either an idealized depiction of public social respect or actual changes in the way that 

the informal and formal was used.    

While it would be absurd to assume that two examples from the literature and cinema of 

the period might be emblematic of an entire era, especially one as fraught with conflict as the 

Stalinist period, it is worth noting nonetheless. Additionally, these examples point to the critical 

need for in-depth analysis of the literature and communication of the period from the viewpoint 

of a critical examination of pronominal address. This need extends beyond the death of Stalin 

and the Cold War period into the era preceding market reform and democratization, which is 

unfortunately not examined here. It is hardly likely that forms of pronominal address remained 

completely ossified through the latter half of the twentieth century, as beliefs about social 

relationships shifted to accommodate reality.     

From Perestroika to the present: 
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 In 1989, in anticipation of the fall of the Soviet Union, historian Francis Fukuyama 

declared that the development signified the “end of history,” by which he meant the triumph of 

liberal democracy over the class conflict that had characterized the preceding century and a 

rejection of the Marxist view of historical development in which the eventual resolution of class 

antagonisms would result in a higher societal form, namely, transitional socialism followed by 

communism. For Fukuyama, the failure of the USSR demonstrated that capitalism and liberal 

democracy were the systems most adept at meeting human need and provisioning prosperity. 

Though confirmation of Fukuyama’s declarations on the end of class struggle and the victory of 

liberal democracy may have been premature, it is true that the intervening years have seen a 

tremendous growth in wealth especially in the financial sector, emerging consumer markets and 

energy. The market reforms in Russia opened the country to international capital, transformed it 

from a Soviet state and enriched a layer of former bureaucrats, gangsters and oligarchs.  

 The economic changes in Russia after Perestroika were accompanied by vast changes in 

social life as well. Western-based, global youth culture became very popular- music, television, 

clothing, food. At the same time, privatization of state assets and free-market liberalization 

suppressed wages and reduced the quality of life for millions of people. Though the Soviet Union 

had never been a truly Communist society in the classical sense of the word, the rapid class 

differentiation that occurred after Perestroika largely undid the work of the 1917 Revolution. If 

social life was transformed, what effect did this have on pronominal address, if any?   

 The highly-regarded 1990 Russian film Taxi Blues captures many of the contradictions of 

the period. The colorful speech of its characters offers some insight into ty and vy pronominal 

address usage. The movie follows the development of a relationship between a taxi driver, 

Shlykov, and an alcoholic saxophonist named Lyosha. In some ways, Shlykov represents Soviet 
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Russia’s past. He is bullying but also simple, frugal, hard-working, and masculine: a caricature 

of the proletarian. Lyosha is his opposite and equally a caricature, representing Russia after 

glasnost. He is passionate about American jazz music, and is Jewish, bohemian and debauched: 

the quintessential artiste. Eventually, the two men develop a deep affection for one another but 

the road to this affinity is a long one. In the opening scene, Shlykov is driving Lyosha and a 

group of his bawdy friends around Moscow in search of liquor. After several unsuccessful stops, 

Lyosha solicits the help of Shlykov.  

 “We need booze, pal. Help us out. Two bottles. At least two. We need it bad.” 

 “That’s not my thing.” 

“You (ty) playing tough? Scared of me? Think I’m a cop?! Ever seen cops like me?”  

Group laughs. Shlykov stares silently ahead. 

 “I am speaking Russian to you (ty). I said I had none.”  

 After some negotiation, Shlykov finally agrees to sell the group some liquor. He takes 

them to the train station and gives Lyosha the code for a locker where he keeps vodka.  There are 

two interesting things occurring in this interaction worthy of notice. First, Lyosha’s use of the 

informal with a complete stranger, especially one so clearly as old-fashioned as Shlykov, is 

meant in part to poke fun at the taxi driver’s stodginess. Lyosha is the modern Russian man and 

by using the ty with a stranger, he is expressing values of individual freedom, informality and a 

flouting of social norms (which he may view as relics of the past). Secondly, Shlykov’s reaction 

to Lyosha is to use ty in response but his usage marks a rejection of the values expressed by 

Lyosha. They express disdain for Lyosha’s lifestyle and also an attempt to reassert his social 
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position. By using ty in such a manner, Shlykov communicates his disapproval and expresses a 

belief in his superiority over Lyosha.    

Another, most recent, example of the way that informal and formal pronominal address 

can highlight social tensions in the current socio-economic and ideological environment occurred 

during a press conference in December 2012.  President Vladimir Putin was questioned by a 

female reporter about corruption in government. Putin responded to the woman using the 

familiar form of ‘you’ and a diminutive of her name. The reporter then responded by also using 

the informal form of the President’s name. The exchange prompted a public debate on the use of 

the formal and informal ‘you.’ Many people felt that Putin’s use of the informal was rude and 

dismissive, while others thought that it was an attempt to be ingratiating and kind. The reporter 

was also alternately cheered and chided for her response. Regardless of the perceived intentions 

of the speakers, the incident was nonetheless revealing. 

Reporter: I would like to say, or ask, even, what can you tell us about this 

leadership and how to get the money back that they embezzled, “Slavyanka” and 

so on. What can we do to protect the Russian Federation? 

V. Putin: What, have they been embezzling there? 

Reporter: They’ve been embezzling billions. Don’t you know? 

V. Putin: No. (laughter) No, I don’t know. I’ll tell you why now. 

Reporter: Answer, please. 

V. Putin: What’s your name? 

Reporter: Maria is my name. 

V. Putin: Masha, pop yourself down on your chair, love. I’m going to reply now. 

Reporter: Cheers, Vova! 
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 In this incident, the use of ty by Putin reflects what Agha refers to as a “trope of veiled 

aggression.” Though Agha is referring to a literary example of an incongruent use of vy coupled 

with a contemptuous facial expression, the analogy still serves though it is reversed (Agha 2006). 

In this case, Putin has combined a friendly, smiling demeanor with patronizing language usually 

reserved, in public, for children. The communication is meant to remind the reporter of her social 

position in a subtle, but still aggressive, way which allows the speaker to maintain the 

appearance of friendliness.  

Additionally, as Agha points out, “Any act that successfully implements more than one 

model of its own significance creates a tension in the interlocutor, curtailing the avenues of 

unambiguous response in the next turn (Agha 2006).” This supposition is borne out by the 

reporter’s sarcastic response of “Cheers Vova!” in which she is forced to acknowledge Putin’s 

use of the opposite of the expected pronoun usage in which  “the disparity between the verbal 

symbolism and the underlying social realities (Friedrich 1989)” is exposed to assert her own 

social position.  

This episode is striking for reasons beyond the social antagonisms highlighted within the 

exchange itself however. It also hints at significant social shifts in the society at large. In the 

tsarist period, the right of an elite (Putin) to refer a person of lower status (the reporter) in the 

informal would have been accepted as a matter of course. Though the reporter may have felt 

humiliated, responding with an equal measure of disdain would have been out of the question. In 

contrast, this moment was a noted media event and marked as unusual by the Russian public. 

This could only be so if there were an assumption of equality between the reporter and Putin on 

the part of the public. The ideological framework within which Putin’s comments to the 

journalist were made, namely his subtle assertion of superior status, is now considered 
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unacceptable in post-tsarist, post-Stalinist Russia. Whether the ideology of assumed equality 

corresponds to the material reality of contemporary Russian life is another issue altogether. The 

public response to the exchange reveals a metalinguistic belief that language should encode 

equality that reflects the enormous changes in Russian social relations over the past century and 

a half.   

The metalinguistic belief in equality among strangers that finds expression in the debate 

over the exchange between Putin and the reporter is also expressed in everyday usage of 

pronominal address. Though Russian society is still a class-based society, the complex dance of 

pronoun use between differing members of classes does not exist as it did one hundred years ago. 

Now, virtually all strangers, regardless of rank, are referred to with vy. No matter the position of 

the individual speakers, it is considered extremely rude to use the informal ty with a person of 

recent acquaintance. Those who do so are considered rough and uncultured so it is almost never 

done unless the object is to offend (personal communication Frederick Choate; Dr. Andrea 

Friedman-Grant; Maxim Markov).  

Though it appears that use of the informal ty was used in the past to humiliate inferiors, it 

did not carry associations of a lack of culture. On the contrary, the right to use ty with strangers 

of an inferior class was reserved for the most cultured members of society- the gentry, 

aristocracy and native bourgeoisie. That this association is no longer the case and that the use of 

ty with inferiors is no longer considered a right reflects deep ideological and material changes in 

Russian society. In an ideological sense, equality is valued. In the material sense, the class whose 

right it was to use the ty publicly no longer exists. The ideological origins of this shift would be 

difficult to locate though they no doubt have roots in both the socialism of the Russian 

Revolution, the liberal democratic reforms of the 1990s and the influence of increasing global 
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forms of culture. The material origins, however, are rooted firmly in the Revolution, which 

fundamentally transformed social relations.  

Where the asymmetrical use of ty/vy persists most strongly is in cases of age inequality, 

both publically and privately. Children, unless they're interacting with a close family member, 

are expected to address adults using vy. Adults, on the other hand, uniformly use ty to address 

children. This differential can persist in families whenever there is an age or authority difference, 

even into adulthood. For example, a young man may use vy when addressing his father-in-law 

but his father-in-law will use ty when talking to him. This asymmetrical usage is not considered 

rude; rather, it suggests recognition that the father-in-law is older, and thus deserving of a certain 

reverence. Deference to age and asymmetrical usage of pronominal address exists outside of 

family relationships as well, as in the case of professors and students. Whereas the use of vy 

between strangers has become the norm in most of Russian society, professors or others in 

positions where age is believed to confer respect are expected to use ty with their students 

(personal correspondence Frederick Choate), (Mayer 1975). This reflects the obduracy of the 

metalinguistic belief in a respect for one’s elders in language, which is also reflected in 

Friedrich’s ten components of pronominal usage in 19
th

 Century Russia.      

There also seem to be generational differences in the intimate use of ty and vy, with 

younger people, who came of age after Perestroika, tending to switch to the informal much more 

quickly than their elders. “Younger people do not like to use vy. It’s too formal and impersonal 

and most young people will shift to ty pretty quickly, even if they aren’t that close with the other 

person. I think we just want to be relaxed a little bit and don’t see it as a big deal.” reports 

Maxim Markov, a Russian student of engineering at the University of Michigan who was 

interviewed for this paper. The casual attitude Maxim expresses in his statement about young 
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people in Russia and their relationship to pronominal address is perhaps reflective of a 

metalinguistic belief of recent origin that is related in some way to the belief about equality and 

the decreased use of ty/vy switching for relationship boundary maintenance. Perhaps the 

metalinguistic belief expressed here is a valuing of interpersonal openness and a lack of interest 

in what could be perceived as antiquated and arbitrary social norms which are incongruent to the 

tempo of contemporary life.  

A similar shift in attitudes has been observed elsewhere and may be a manifestation of 

what has been referred to as the “youth culture of globalization,” which is concerned, primarily, 

with the consumption of global cultural goods: movies, music, and fashion (Maira 2004), 

(Pilkington 2002). Since English is the de facto language of globalization and it does not 

distinguish between informal and formal pronouns, it may be that the shift of Russian youth 

toward ty reflects an increasingly global ideological and material orientation.  Interestingly, 

Maxim noted that his father, who works with international companies with offices in Moscow, 

has remarked many times that the Western companies he works with refuse to use the formal vy 

and only use ty with Russian colleagues. “I think my father still thinks this is very rude but that is 

the way business is.”  

Janet Morford also notes a shift towards informality in French tu/vous usage and relates it 

to perceived anglophonic hegemony as well as changes in metalinguistic beliefs related to social 

hierarchies.  

This notion expresses native speakers’ sense that the use of tu in both public and private 

contexts has become broader and less explicitly restricted than what they know or believe 

to have been the case in the past, particularly among elites and those who aspire to join 
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them. Second, it conveys their sense that stabilized asymmetrical tu/vous usages have 

become less common and that pronominal address has thereby become less explicitly 

oriented toward marking differences in social status (Morford 1997).  

 

Something similar seems to be occurring in beliefs surrounding Russian pronominal 

address as well, in addition to what Morford calls the “indexicality” function of formal and 

informal pronouns. By this she means the complex ways in which tu and vous may be used to 

index formal and informal settings, demarcate relationships, and locate oneself in a social order 

(Morford 1997). As context and social order shifts, beliefs about usage and methods of index 

will logically shift as well, not only in French but in Russian as well.     

  It seems clear that changes in the Russian economy have wrought changes in 

metalinguistic beliefs and language habits.   What is not clear, however, is whether or not this 

usage is reflective of all strata of Russian society. Maxim, and many of the young people studied 

in the above-referenced books, are educated and middle-class youth. Would working class 

pronominal usage also reflect this relaxation of social norms? How do the children of Russian 

oligarchs speak? Finding the answers to these questions would be an interesting avenue of 

inquiry.       

An additional point of change in recent years is that once the use of informal pronouns 

has been established in a relationship, it seems to remain fixed (personal correspondence 

Frederick Choate; Dr. Andrea Friedman-Grant; Maxim Markov). A Russian literary blogger 

commented on this difference in a 2009 post on Anna Karenina: 



25 

 

One of the things that strikes me in Anna Karenina (which I'm rereading) is how ty 

[intimate 'you'] and vy [polite 'you'] work in comparison to now. Naturally, there's a 

different sense of distance, and naturally, there's intimacy, but what sticks in my memory 

is something else—that you can return from ty to vy, as Dolly and Oblonsky do when 

they quarrel. It's as if the passage from vy to ty is like a peg pressed on a stretched-out 

piece of rubber; all you have to do is let go of it, and immediately you return to the realm 

of vy. But in the Russian that is native to me, that doesn't happen; once you pass over to 

the intimate ty with someone, you never return, whatever happens: quarrel, divorce, 

burning hatred, it doesn't matter (Anatoly 2009). 

The informal ty is still used in some sense to delineate affinity but it seems that the 

switching between ty and vy once intimacy has been established is no longer a strategy for 

boundary maintenance. The rigid formality of Tolstoy and Dostoevsky’s character’s social lives 

and that of Lenin and his contemporaries are relics from another era which have gone the way of 

‘comrade’ in the popular vernacular (personal correspondence Dr. Alaina Lemon).  

Synthesis and Conclusion 

In this paper, the use of formal and informal pronominal address in Russian from the 

period of the Russian Revolution to the present have been evaluated using Paul Friedrich’s ten 

components of pronoun use as a starting point. Ideological, historical and socio-economic factors 

have been considered as factors potentially effecting change over this time period. While 

touching on all uses of pronominal address, the intersection of use with hierarchical class 

relationships has been evaluated critically. Additionally, the relationship between material and 
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historical conditions and the beliefs arising from them as expressed through language habits has 

been explored.  

Specifically, the almost universal use of the formal vy in public interactions, except in 

cases of age differentiation, marks a definite change from 19
th

 century pronominal use, which 

was determined by relative social position. Second, the rapidity with which youth switch from vy 

to ty reflects shifts in Russian social and economic life and encode beliefs about one’s position 

within society. Lastly, the loss of ty/vy as a tactic of relationship boundary maintenance has 

clearly changed in the last century and represent a differing set of metalinguistic beliefs than 

those held by previous generations of Russian speakers. It is my contention that the 

contemporary use of vy with any stranger, regardless of class, is a direct outgrowth of values 

instilled in the Russian culture by the Revolution, while the interpersonal ‘dance’ of pronoun use 

in more intimate relationships is a holdover from the tsarist period. The shift among young 

people towards a tendency to use ty is an outgrowth of globalization and partial assimilation not 

only of Western “youth culture” but of communicative modes related to global capitalism and 

interactions with English speakers. 

These conclusions are meant as a starting point for a larger conversation on linguistic 

markers of social change, specifically in post-Stalinist contexts. Much research remains to be 

done on this question and much could be learned from cross-cultural comparison both between 

Russian and other ty/vy languages and with varying communities of speakers within the former 

USSR. Additionally, as mentioned briefly above, class comparisons of Russian speakers would 

serve this question well as would comparisons of rural and urban speakers. What this call for 

comparative analysis points to is the need for more empirical data and a deeper textual analysis 

of works throughout this period. Friedrich’s ten components serve as an excellent starting point 
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for this type of analysis. This would draw a tighter circle around the development of pronoun use 

in Russia since the Revolution and offer a clearer understanding of the way that culture and 

languages change.   
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