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3Harwue: knowledge

September 1 is big deal in Russia and the other countries that once made up the Soviet Union.
[lepBOe ceHTSAOPST — KpacHbIM ieHb KaseHaapsa! (The first of September is a red-letter day!)
It’s the first day of school, when parents spend thousands of rubles on big bouquets of flowers
for their children’s teachers, and boys and girls march off to school in their suits and hair
bows and shiny shoes.

The day is actually a state holiday, what I thought was lens 3uanus (Day of Knowledge) until
I looked it up and discovered that I was wrong. It’s [lenb 3HaHUM — the genitive plural of
knowledge. Since knowledge and 3HaHwMe contain, as it were, a great number of facts, skills,
understanding, expertise, and experience, a plural form seems like gilding the lily.
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But apparently the plural form 3Hanus has the notion of “the arts and sciences,” usually in
the phrase o6;mactu 3Hanwui (fields of knowledge). So [lens 3HaHuU is Knowledge Day, but
with the added connotation of “a day celebrating all fields of knowledge.”

Bek >kuBH, Bek yumch! (Live and learn.)

This got me thinking about kinds of knowledge and words for them in Russian. 3Hanue is
fairly straightforward — it is knowledge of almost any kind. When someone wants to assert
his or her authority, they start off with T'oBopto co 3HaHuem femna (I know what I’m talking
about, literally “I’m speaking with knowledge of the matter”). OcHOBHasI 11e71b 06pa30BaHUsI
InaTh npakTuyeckue 3HaHUA (The main goal of education is to provide practical
knowledge.)

3uanumue is slightly different from no3xnanue, which is more the process of learning
something. For example, the tree of good and evil in Russian is gpeBo no3Hanus jo6pa u 371a
(literally the “tree of the comprehension of good and evil”). HayuHoe co06111eCTBO OCHOBaHO
Ha IPUHIUIE CBOOObI MH(GOPMALIMY U UCIIOBeyeT Hjean CTpeMIIeHNs K mo3HaHuio (The
academic community is based on the principle of freedom of information and propagates the
ideal of striving to acquire knowledge.)

The highest form of knowledge is spyaurius (erudition), a word and phenomenon that you
don’t come across very often. OH cpa3y NMpoOU3BOAWII BlIeUaTIeHHE CBOEH MaHepOi 00IeHUsI
u 6oraTow spynuinueii (One was immediately struck by his social manner and erudition.)

And finally there is BeskecTBO, one of those words that is much more commonly used in its
negative form: HeBe>RecTBO (ignorance, backwardness). The positive form, Be;kecTBo, is
wisdom in the Biblical sense and is used rarely, often in quotes: 3a6oTa poguTesnei B
OTHOINIEHWH Jlouepel B obyueHUe UX “BesKecTBY,” coxpaHeHMe UX Hieiomyapus (Parents
took care of their daughters, teaching them “wisdom” and to be chaste.) Here “Be>kecTB0”
might be interpreted as “old-fashioned morals, house-keeping, cooking and other
occupations for the fairer sex.”

Russians also talk about mpocBerménHocTs (enlightenment), o6pazoBanHocTb (being well -
educated) and HaunTaHHOCTS (being well-read) as qualities to strive for.

A simpler level of knowledge is ocBegomnénHocTs, which has more of the sense of being
informed or aware of something. ITogaBnsitoIee 60IBIINHCTBO OIIPOIIEHHBIX
JIIeMOHCTPUPOBAJIO YANBUTEIbHYIO OCBEIOMIEHHOCTD B BOIIPOCe IIEHCMOHHOM pe(OpMBbl
(The overwhelming majority of people polled were amazingly well-informed about the issue
of pension reform.) This is a bit deeper than nuadopmupoBarnHocTb, which means being
informed about something, but perhaps not terribly deeply: Ilens 3TOro MeponpusiTus:
TIOBBINIIeHVEe MH(POPMUPOBAHHOCTH HaceIeHUS 0 MpobeMax CUXuIecKoro 3mopoBbs (The
objective of the event is to raise the population’s awareness of mental health issues.)

The moral of all this? Russian culture, as reflected in the language, makes many distinctions
among kinds of knowledge, learning, and comprehension and holds them all as very high
values. As one writer explained: [Ijist TOro, YTO Mbl Ha3bIBaeM “UHTEUIUTE€HTHOCTbIO” U
“KynbTypHOCTHIO”, B XVIII BeKe CMFHOHMMOM OblTa “CBETCKOCTH”, B CpeiHIe BeKa —
“BesrecTBO”, B IpeBHOCTY — humanitas... 3T0, BO-11epBbIX, pa3yM, a BO-BTOPBIX, YyMeHNe



IepskaTh cebs1 B obmiecTBe. (What we call being “highly cultured” was called “bon ton” in the
18th century, “wisdom” in the middle ages, and humanitas in antiquity... it meant, first of all,
“reason” and second, the ability to behave correctly in society.)

A good thought for the start of the school year.
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