' Moscow Times

INDEPENDENT NEWS FROM RUSSIA

The 5

30 YEARS

Alexei Navalny and the Secret List of
Forbidden Words

Michele A. Berdy's The Word's Worth

August 04, 2023

g

SR

Andrei Lyubimov / Moskva News Agency

FBnar: crimes (in prison and among criminals); connections (outside prison by everyone else)

Alexei Navalny got in trouble in prison again, this time for saying two words: Kkpsiiia (roof)
and xaTa (hut or peasant house). So what is the problem with those two words? He was told
that they “BxofiiT B COOPHMK >KaprOHHBIX CJIOB ¥ BBIPAYKEHUM, YIIOTPEOIIEMBIX
npectynHbIiMU 31eMeHTaMu” (They are listed in an anthology of slang words and
expressions used by criminal elements).

I thought Navalny might have gotten in trouble for laughing at the phrase npectymnssie
371eMeHTHI, but no; it was more absurd. In prison it is forbidden to use slang words and
expressions used by criminal elements. Weird — I mean, they’re in a prison, what kind of
language do they think the criminal elements imprisoned there would use?
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But it gets even weirder. When Navalny asked to see the list so he would not err again, his
request was refused. The anthology was sent to prison in 1983 and ‘“c Tex mop ocTaércs
3acerkpeueHHBIM” (and ever since then has been classified).

That is, you can be punished for uttering forbidden words and phrases, but the list of
forbidden words and phrases is held in secret. (Scratches head.)

The real problem is that these words and expressions migrate back and forth between the
criminal world and the non-criminal world. That is, regular words enter criminal slang and
acquire new nefarious meanings. And criminal slang enters the general, non-criminal
language and becomes a part of it, sometimes keeping its original meaning, sometimes being
tamed over time or changing entirely.

Take, for example the benign, even lofty word my3sika (music). It is a perfectly acceptable
word used by everyone from your teenage neighbor to your priest and even your snobby TéTs
Po3a (Auntie Rose). But it went over to the Dark Side when no one was looking. It also means
“criminal language.” It is just one of the words used to describe how crooks and dirty dealers
talk: apro (argot); >kaproH (jargon); 6aitkoBbIi sI3bIK (the language of tall tales); dpens,
6naTHas dens, cons (all versions of “thieves’ cant”), ppibuii 1361k (language of fishes); and
my3bIKa (music). It is sometimes called 6;1aTHast My3bIKa —61aTHast means criminal.

Today this slang is probably most commonly called deHs1, a word derived from odens
(traveling peddler, itinerant bookseller). To speak it is mo ¢eHe 60TaTs, as in: I'me mmo ¢eHe
6oTaTh yumics? (Where’d you learn prison slang?)

Navalny got in trouble for uttering “normal” words that also have “criminal” meanings:
KpBIIa is a protection racket and xaTa has a number of meanings, including a criminal hang-
out and a prison cell.

Another everyday word that took a dark turn among crooks is the word mycop (garbage) —
you hear it every day when your significant other asks "TsI y>ke Beirec mycop?" (Did you take
out the trash?) But in ¢ens it means a cop.

Ctyk out here in the world is the sound of knocking, tapping, pounding or pitter-pattering,
and cty4yaTs is the verb for it. MHe HpaBUTCs CTYK 0K 1o Kpaiiie (I love the sound of rain
pattering on the roof). Eciii HUKTO He OTKpBIBAeT, CTyUMTe Cpa3y B HECKOJIbKO JBepel (If no
one answers, just go and knock on several doors). But in prison slang cTyx is a denunciation
and cTy4JaTh means “to denounce.” TBoI HallapHUK ceMYac CTYUYUT Ha Tebs B yuacTKe (Your
partner is in the police station snitching on you as we speak).

XBocT is what your dog wags when she’s happy to see you. In ¢ens it is most commonly a guy
who is following you: Ec/iu BbI 3aMeTUWIH CIEKKY 3a 0001, HU B KOEM ClTyuae Helb3sI
obopaunBaThCS, 2, HAOOOPOT, CTOUT BBECTH XBOCT B 3abmyskaeHue (If you notice that you’re
being following, do not under any circumstances turn around, but to the contrary, you should
try to confuse the guy tailing you).

In the non-criminal world, cTupka is what you do to keep your clothes clean: C jaBHHIX
BpeMEH CTHPKa ObliTa OUeHb TPyAoEéMKUM Mpoiieccom (In the old days, doing the laundry was
a very labor-intensive process). But in the criminal and prison worlds, it can mean a scam or a



rag, and in the plural (cTupkm) it can mean a deck of cards.

Probably 90% of the words in ¢pers have not been invented by criminals: they are ordinary
Russian words that are given a new meaning. So every time Alexei Navalny or another
prisoner opens their mouth, they are likely to violate the secret code.

But the process of word assimilation went the other direction, too. Out here in the so-called
free world, it’s useful to know which words came out of the prisons with the prisoners. This is
difficult since crooks used their slang with folks outside their crowd and cops-and-robbers
television shows use ¢dens for “authenticity.” So you might be using criminal slang — or a
later version of it — without knowing it.

I learned this lesson the hard way when I used the word myzaxk within the hearing of an older,
well-educated and well-spoken woman. It’s a rough word that means an idiot, a louse, a
creep. But she knew it as a word from the gulag that meant a simpleton or a naive person
who’d never been “inside” and gave me a good talking-to about my language acquisition.

But it is hard to know word origins. Take the word nmoHT, once used among criminals to mean
showing off to rise up in the ranks. Now it’s almost the standard word for bravado, acting like
a bigshot. BpaTh/B34Th Ha IIOHT is to convince people that you’re great by sheer aplomb:
I'maBHOe B3aTh Ha NOHT (It’s all about attitude). BeirmaguT Kak gemiéBbie moHTHI (Looks like
cheap showing-off).

Kocuts in the camps meant pretending to be sick to avoid work. This handy word came out
with the released prisoners and now has two meanings. The first is close to the criminal
original: to avoid some kind of work or job. Classically, this is the verb for staying out of the
army: [TomyyaeTcsi, YTO KOCUTH OT apmuu ctaHeT Jemnienie (It looks like draft dodging will
get cheaper). But it can also mean to pretend to be someone or something, which might be
how you dodge the draft: IIpaBga, eMy OIpUIUIOCH OSTH JIET KOCUTH 107 cyMactieaiiero (To
be fair, though, he had to pretend to be crazy for five years.)

Here’s another example: TycoBKa was a criminal gang. Today in “regular language” it’s any
group of people, which, when you’re young, is a very big deal: He Mmosi TycoBKa, eCJIi UeCTHO.
(It’s not my crowd, to be honest). No wonder: [IpocTo CKy4Hasi TYCOBKa C KyUKOM OO TITUBBIX
nHTeseKTyanoB (It’s just a boring crowd with a bunch of intellectuals running on at the
mouth).

The moral of this very sad story? Speaking your mind in or out of prison is a dangerous
activity when the crooks and cops speak the same language.
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