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3aTouwnTs: to sharpen, imprison, customize

In the pre-dawn darkness, when I am woken up by the clanking of construction and swearing
of workers under my window, I like to imagine that it’s 100 years ago and I’'m hearing the
squeak of a wheel and the call of Tounnsimuk (knife-grinder): Hosku TounTs! (Sharpen your
knives!)

This pathetic attempt at self-delusion is probably the result of my obsession with the word
3aTouuTh (to sharpen) and its various derivations, which seem to have multiplied
exponentially in form and meaning lately.

True, 3aTounTh sometimes means what I expect it to mean. JIr000 >KeTaOIINI IPSIMO B
CIIOPTUBHOM Mara3nuHe MO>KeT 3aTOYUTh KOHBKU (Anyone can sharpen his skates right in
the sporting goods store). I’'m also more or less used to an old-fashioned usage of the verb,
which means to imprison someone. IJapb 3aToun’ >keHy B MOHacThIPb (The tsar shut his wife
away in a convent).
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And it wasn’t hard to figure out that 3aTouka is a camp term for a handmade knife, what in
English is called a shiv or shank knife. I could also understand a sentence like this, where the
sharpening was more figurative: Bonpoc 3aToueH npaBwibHO (The question is sharply
focused).

But then take the adjectival form of 3aTounTh, 3aTOUeH (3aTo4YeHa, 3aToUeHO). It is usually
used with the preposition nog to refer to something that is customized for someone or
something. For example: CaliT 6bIT 3aTOYeH 110 11esieByIo0 ayauToputo (The site was
designed for a specific target audience). Sometimes you find this sense with the verb
3aTOYUTH: [IJIsT TOrO, YTOOBI OHO IMPUBJIEKIIO BHUMAHUE KaJpOBUKOB, BaM HY>KHO 3aTOYUTh
noJ, Hux cBoé pe3toMe (In order to catch the attention of the managers in human resources,
you have to customize your resume to suit them).

But customizing isn’t always a good thing. When you creatively customize a request for bids,
3aTOUYEHHOCTH can mean bid-rigging: 3aToueHHOCTh MYHUIIMIIATBHBIX KOHKYPCOB I107
KOHKPETHOTO YYaCTHHMKA CTaJla IIpeaMeToM 00Cy>KIeHUsI Ha 3acCelaHUU FOPOJICKOM
aHTUKOPpYHIIMOHHOM KoMmuccuu (Rigging the city’s bid requests in favor of a specific
company was discussed by the city anti-corruption commission). Or it can mean serving
someone’s interests in an unfair way, as in this old headline about staff changes in Moscow:
MoCKOBCKMe CUIIOBUKM 6oj1ee He 3aToueHbl oA JIyskkoBa (The Moscow siloviki are no
longer Luzhkov’s men). Or it can mean benefiting one group, as in this complaint: Mup
3aToueH rox my>kunH! (It’s a man’s world!)

Sometimes people use the preposition Ha with 3aToueHo0: CTOUT BHUMATEIbHO U3YUUTh
onbIT UHAUY, T7Ie UT-06pa3oBaHMe 3aHMMaAET CYIIIeCTBEHHO MeHbITIe BpeMeHU, HO
3aTo4yeHOo Ha Hy>KAbl uHAaycTpuu (It’s worth carefully studying the experience of India, where
IT training is considerably shorter but is specifically designed to meet the needs of industry).

In other cases, 3aToueHHOCTB means getting stuck on something. 3aToueHHOCTb HEKOTOPBIX
>KYPHAJIMCTOB Ha YpPHOM ITMape B OTHOIIIeHUY KMHO3BE3]] He MosKeT He 6ecriorouTs (It’s
worrisome that some journalists get hung up on negative PR about movie stars). Or focusing
on something to the detriment of everything else: Cnenmduueckoi st Poccuu siBisieTcst
3aTOUYEHHOCTH PR-MeHe>KepoB Ha pellleHre YaCTHBIX 3afiady U rmpobiiem (Typically in
Russia, PR managers get hung up focusing on narrow tasks and problems).

Until all these usages get codified, I've got to agree with one blogger who wrote:
3aToueHHOCTb 3aToueHHOCTU po3Hb (There’s focusing, and then there’s focusing). I hear
you, man.
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