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PabcTBo: slavery

One of the words of the year 2020 is surely “work.” For people in professions that were
stopped, curtailed or altered by the coronavirus pandemic, work is all they dream about and
long to do. For people working in professions that could be continued at home, work is all they
do, as the workday has no boundaries of time or place.

For the latter people, rpex >kamoBaThc (it’s a sin to complain), but human nature being what
it is, we do anyway. In that mood, I joked grimly that it’s no wonder that the word pab (slave)
is contained in the word pa6oTats (to work). But it’s not a joke at all. Pa6 has parallels to other
Indo-European languages and seems to have originally meant “deprived of something.” The
earliest meaning of pa6 was an orphan. Later there was an unfortunate, telling shift in
meaning to “forced laborer.” And so, pa6 pa6otaet (The slave works.)
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But this is just one of the two main words for work in Russian. The other is Tpyz with its verb
TpyAuThCcs. Tpyp also has an Indo-European ancestor tr-eu-d, which meant to knead, press,
or squeeze. There was a common Slavic word truds, which seems to have turned physical
pressure into emotional pain. It meant burden, disappointment or sorrow. That all led to the
word Tpyas in old Russian that was a meaning container for every misery humans
experienced: work, difficulty, worry, care, suffering, mourning, illness and sorrow. But this is
interesting: In the 10th and 11th centuries when pa6oTats was what a slave did, TpyguThcst
was what a monk did: “put in efforts,” “suffered” and “led an acetic life.”

Is it any wonder that the Soviet Union grabbed up this word to deify the worker, work, and
worker state? Every May 1 Red Square was awash with posters Tpyz! Mup! Mati! (Work!
Peace! May!) and CrraBa TpymoBomy Hapopmy! (Glory to the worker nation!) There was a
plethora of other lofty phrases like repoi cormanuctudeckoro Tpyza (hero of socialist labor)
and Tpymossle nogBuUru (remarkable feats of labor).

Today sometimes the verbs paboTaTs and TpyguThcs are just about synonyms, like here
where they are virtually interchangeable: K Hauasny rosga Ha 3aBofie TPyAWUINCH 450 YeIOBEK,
IIPUTOM, UTO B JIy4Iliie BpeMeHa 37jech paboTainu 6, 5 Thicsiu (At the start of the year, 450
people worked at the factory, although in better times 6,500 people worked here).

But paboTaTs is generally more neutral and can refer to things, not just people, working — or
not. BeI3Baia MacTepa — TejieBHU30p He padoTaet (I’ve called a repairman — the television
doesn’t work). Tpynuthcs generally has the sense, however dim, of putting in great effort. Ha
Kadeape TPyASATCSA HaJl IUCCEPTALMSIMU, 00y4asiCh B aCIIUPAHTYPE, TaTaHTINBbIE
BBINTYCKHUKU (Some very talented graduates of our department are working hard on their
dissertations and doing post-graduate coursework.) Of course, sometimes it’s as loud as a tin
drum, if slightly hard to believe: AimapaT npaBuTenbCTBA yCEPOHO TPYLUTCS HaJl
agMuHuCTpaTuBHOM pedopmoi (The state administration is tenaciously working on
administrative reform).

But beware. The older distinctions are still there. TpyguTbcs is always done well, but
paboTaTh can be done well or badly. So, you can say paboTaTs X0poIi10, 706poCOBECTHO (to
work well, conscientiously) and paboraTts moxo, HegobpocoBecTHO (to work badly,
carelessly), but it sounds so odd to say imoxo TpyguThcs (to labor badly) that you virtually
never read or hear it. You do, however, read and hear TpyauThscsi yecTHO, ycepiHO,
camooTBep>keHHO (to labor honestly, assiduously, selflessly).

And while we’re here, there is the worker Tpy>kenuk — different from the pabounii worker —
who is usually diligent and hard-working. Kako#1 on Tpy>keHuk! What a hard worker he is! It
was also used during the Soviet era, and even today, to describe people whose hard work is
tinted with sanctity: VBaskaemble BeTepaHbl Berkol OTeueCTBEHHON BOMHBI, TPY>KEHUKU
Thita! (My dear veterans of the Great Patriotic War and workers on the home front!)

Note, too that c Tpymom (literally “with work”) means “with difficulty” and TpygHOCTS is
difficulty or hardship. Yue6a gaBanack mHe c Tpygom (For me, studying was a real grind). Msr
CTaJIKMBaeMcs ¢ psifom TpynHocTel (We are hitting up against a whole slew of difficulties).

There are, of course, a few dozen other ways to express hard work. Everyone should keep a
collection of these phrases in their linguistic pocket, because you never know when your



supervisor is going to discuss your performance or when your significant other is going to
complain about the inequitable division of household labor. Hold firm. Hu m1ary Ha3ag (not
one step back)!

When accused, you raise your eyebrows as high as they can go in a Disney-like expression of
horrified amazement. Kak?! (What do you mean?!) I pa6oTato kax ITama Kapio! (I work like
Geppetto!) Well, this loses a bit in translation, and is perhaps too much cartoon. But in the
Russian version of the fairy tale Pinocchio by Alexei Tolstoy, the puppet-boy is BypaTusao and
the carver-father is ITara Kapno, who worked long and hard. It definitely packs a punch. You
can also say: I paboTar Kak KaTOP>KHUK or yiomans (I work like a galley slave or horse).

Another excellent verb for proclaiming and complaining about how much you work is maxats
(to plow, furrow, cultivate, work very hard). Indeed, sometimes plowing is hard work,
especially when it’s still freezing outside: XoTst 18 MmapTa eIrje v 3uMa, HaUMHaM MaXaTh
oropoy (Although March 18 is still winter, start tilling your garden). But in cities, it’s what
folks do in the office: I u Tak marry c yrpa mo Houu! (As it is, I work my butt off day and
night!)

Response: Ec/ty He xouellb ITaxaTh Ha A0 JeHb Y HOUb, TO TebsI rpenyrpensaT 3a mecsty (If
you don’t want to work your fingers to the bone day and night for The Man, you’ll be given a
month’s notice).

And for even more color, try using the word rop6 (hump, the hump of your back). F'op6 is
often used to stand in for hard work: { ke cBoM rop6om Bcero gobuiachk (I worked for
everything I’ve got, literally “I achieved everything with my back”!)

You can also say rHyTh or 1oMmaThb rop6b (bend or break one’s back) to describe, well, back-
breaking labor. {I Bcto jopory Bcé caMm festai, rop6 Jiomas, CeMbi0 UMeJT, leTel BOCITUThIBAT
(I always did everything myself, I broke my back working, I had a family and raised my kids).

Now then, when you earn your living by keeping your nose to the grindstone and working
your fingers to the bone, you want your boss to know it, and you really, really don’t want
someone else to take credit for that great sales presentation or ground-breaking analysis. But
if someone else does try to grab your thunder, you can sneer: Ha uyy;kom rop6y xouerib
BBeXaTh B pali (You want the gain without the pain/You want to reap but not to sow, literally
‘“you want to ride someone else’s back into heaven”).

And that will... well... it will probably have no effect at all on a creep like that. But at least your
Russian will be beautiful.
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