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CioBo roga 2024: Word of the Year 2024

If there’s one thing to get me out of column-writing retirement, it’s the annual Crnoso roga
(Word of the Year) competition.

For the last 17 years, a group of linguists, writers, translators, journalists, cultural specialists,
philosophers and teachers headed by Mikhail Epstein, a professor at Emory University in the
US, have gathered up all the words and phrases that in some way capture the zeitgeist of the
year gone by. And because they are a creative group, they also invented words that were
needed to describe the year. Then they voted on four categories: cmoBo roga (word of the
year); BeIpaKeHUe rofia (expression of the year); anTu-s3bIK (anti-language — I3bIK JDKH,
nponaraHpbl, Bpaskabl, arpeccui [the language of lies, propaganda, enmity and aggression]);
and npoTonorusm (‘“‘protologism,” words or phrases invented by the group members).

Two hundred years from now scholars trying to understand Russia in the first two decades of
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the 21st century would do well to begin with these lists.

Since 2007 it has gone like this: I'mamypHbIt (glamorous)-Kpu3suc (crisis)-nepe3arpyska
(reset)-KprwimHaril (Crimea is Ours)-npoTecT (protest)-HoBuuor (Novichok)-BakijuHa
(vaccine)-BorHa (war).

It’s hard to come up with a better way to describe the trajectory from then to now.

The competition has, naturally, been more somber since 2022. The ebullient word-creation is
gone. A few words reappear — this year, for example, peokaHT is on the list again after a
year’s absence. The word is literally a “relocated person,” a gentler, less definitive way of
describing what is more commonly in Russian amurpanT (emigrant), perhaps its foreign-
ness helping to make it less real, less an attribute of Russian language and life.

For the first time this year’s citoBo roza is a name: HaBanbHbIM (Navalny). It could be found
millions of times in Russian and English digital media in (heart-breaking) word
combinations: cmepTh HaBanbHoro (Navalny’s death); moxopons! HaBanbHoro (Navalny’s
funeral); kuura HaBanbHoro (Navalny’s book); 3aBemnianue HaBanbHoro (Navalny’s will). It’s
not “just a name” anymore, but a word that stands for both the perfidy of the authorities and
the will to fight them.

Runners-up are mostly words of war: 06MeH mIeHHBIMH, ITOTUT3aKITIOUeHHBIMH,
TeppuTopusimu (exchange of prisoners of war, political prisoners, and territories);
ackananus (escalation); 6ecimmoTHrKY (unmanned aircraft systems [UAS]) and gpoHbl
(drones).

Aren’t UAS and drones the same thing, you ask? Well, I asked and read pages of explanations
that come down to this: basically, yes, in common parlance, but UAS means the whole system
of vehicle and controller while a drone is just the vehicle.

So now you know.

One war word was the subject of much discussion: OpemiHuxk. In non-military parlance
OpEeNIHUK is a hazel nut tree, also called a filbert. In the military it’s a new medium-range
missile system. The question naturally arises: why did the Russian military call their new
missile system a nut tree?

There are several versions. One politician said that in the past hazel nut branches were used
for flogging, and by giving this missile system the same name it shows that “mb1 roToBBI faTh
VPOK IPOTUBHMKAM C IOMOIIIBIO 3TUX PO30r B Buzie OpertHuKa” (we’re ready to give our
enemies a lesson using whips in the form of the Oreshnik).

The second version, also from a military man, is connected with the way the Oreshnik works.
On a tree ‘“‘c OTHOYM BETKU IUTIOTHOM I'PO3/IbI0 CBHUCAIOT OPEXHU...1 HOBEUIIAsl paKeTa HeceT
"rpo3mp' M3 HeCKONMBKUX 60eBbIX uacTer” (nuts hang in a tight cluster on one branch... and
the new missile carries a “cluster” from several combat units).

The third version is from Putin, who cites the Bible where “opemuuxk ynnomuHaeTcsi, Kak
IepeBo 003KeCTBEHHOUM MYIPOCTH, Aalolliee IPOHUIIATeTbHOCTH M HaCTaBIISIOIIee UeToBeKa
Ha NpaBUIbHBIM YTh” (the hazel nut tree is cited as the wood of divine wisdom, giving



insight and guiding a person onto the right path). The idea is that the Oreshnik will help
Russia’s enemies take the “mpaBUIBHBIN IYTH — NYTh K MUPY U JUITIOMATUYeCKUM
JoroBopeHHocTsM (the right path — the path to peace and diplomatic agreements).

I’'m don’t think that the idea in the Bible was bombing people into peace, but hey, what do I
know?

And finally, there is the boring old version attributed to Western media: Russia is working on
but hasn’t finished work on a new system of intercontinental ballistic missiles called Kemp
(Cedar), and maybe the Russian military is starting out with the shorter — and shorter range
— opemrHuk (hazel nut)?

The official Russian media, however, liked it as a play on the translation of the American
blockbuster “Die Hard,” which in Russian is Kpennkuti Opemniex (Tough Nut). One Russian
media headline is Kpenkui Opemiauk. Kak Poccusi npumeHuna cynepopyskue (Tough
Oreshnik: How Russia Used its Superweapon).

One of last two contenders for word of the year was kBazipo6ep (quadrover). If you aren’t up
on this (like me), kBagpobep is someone who dresses up like an animal and walks on all fours.
You can order everything online, as explained in this ad: Eciiu TsI HacTosimui KBagpobep, TO
Tebe croma! Hamr Habop /1711 KBafipoOMKY C MacKOM M XBOCTOM M IepYaTKAaMM KOIIaUbU
JIAIKY UeaTbHO ITOJoMAEeT neTsiM U qeBouKaM. (If you are a real quadrover, this is the place
for you! Our selection of mask, tail and cat paw gloves for quadrobics is ideal for children and
girls.)

The last nominated word of the year is the next American president. His name rendered in
accordance with Russian transliteration rules is Tpamn (Tramp). Which is about right.

The winner in the expression of the year category was the phrase cuguau v He nuaUaY,
which comes from a (very, very witty) parody clip by Semyon Slepakov about P. Diddy (ITu
Oupnwu) that stars Vladimir Putin. It is based on a word that we cannot publish in a family
newspaper. The asterisk version is cugu 1 He nu*au — more or less the Russian version of sit
down and shut up, although here the last word is more accurately “don’t mouth off, don't
give me any lip.”

With the exception of nckyccTBeHHbIN UHTeNEKT (artificial intelligence), the other
contenders for expression of the year are all connected with the so-called CBO (cnenivianbHast
BOeHHasI orneparius: special military operation): Kypckast o6;acTb (Kursk oblast); TpeTbst
muposas (third world [war]); msicable mTypMeI (cannon fodder or meat grinder, literally
“meat storming”); and Ko/JIeKTMBHasi OTBETCTBEHHOCTb [ Bcero ob1iecTBa 3a JeiCTBUS
BiacTu] (collective responsibility [of all society for the actions of the authorities]).

After all this, it’s hard to imagine an example of anTu-a3bIK (“anti-language” — the
language of propaganda, lies, and aggression) that’s somehow worse. But they found one:
spepka, which might be translated as “an itty bitty nukie.” This word is described by the
marvelous adjective MmumumuniHoe (twee), meaning a kind of cloying baby talk. Other
examples of this sickeningly sweet word transformation are rneuanbka (so saddy-waddy) and
BKyCHSIIIKa (something yummy-wummy). It is, the group writes, monbsITKa CIOCIOKaThb O
KOHIIE CBEeTa.... 9TO HaIJIsIJHee BCET0 TOBOPUT O TeHAEHIIMHU sI3bIKa “06/1ackaTs” u
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TPUBUAIM3UPOBATH JJa’Ke CaMoe CTpaIliHoe — rubessb ueoBevecTBa (an attempt to describe
the end of the world in baby talk... it speaks most clearly about the tendency in the language to
treat warmly and trivialize even the worst possible event — the annihilation of humankind).

Other nominees for “anti-language” were uaringdpu (childfree, as a prohibition, used in a
judgmental way); kpacHble muHUU (red line, as a threat); mecTpyrTuBHbBIM (destructive,
referring to anything the authorities don’t like); Tpaguiuorssble neHHocTH (traditional
values, referring to everything patriarchal and imperial, i.e., everything the authorities like);
and ot pexu o mops (from the river to the sea, in the context of anti-Isreal demonstrations).

As usual, the irony that Russian imperialist language is so dependent on the language of the
nation(s) Russian authorities most despise seems lost on them.

And once again, we can only hope that the trajectory will finally turn upwards. We’ll find out
in December 2025.
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