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JlaBaTp Ha s1amny: to grease someone’s palm

The other day someone asked me if I’d ever written about the language of bribe-giving. I
haven’t. In fact, I don’t think I ever offered a bribe, although in the days before Moscow
installed about a million predatory street cameras that fine you online, raummnauku (traffic
cops, aka the hounds of hell) sometimes demanded them from me. Since their trick was to
take your passport and license and refuse to give them back until you paid your “fine,” I paid.
Once it was for a supposedly illegal painted bumper, a “violation” so ludicrous that even the
cop’s partner snorted with laughter.

As it turns out, you don’t have to look far for bribe-talk. Everything you want to know about
bribes, including slang expressions, can be found on the Moscow Government web site. The
section welcomes readers with a warm opening sentence: ECTb TaKasi cCTapasi pycCKasi
Tpapuiius — B3sTKa (There is an old Russian tradition — the bribe).
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The person giving the bribe is B3asTKogaTens (bribe-giver) and the person taking it is
B3sITKOIIOITy4aTenb or, more commonly, B3aTouHUK (bribe-taker). According to studies —
perhaps conducted by potential bribe-givers: B3aTouHUK — 3TO0 4allle Bcero My>K4rHa B
BO3pacTe OT 25 10 40 JIeT, C BBICIIMM 00pa30oBaHMeM, COCTOSIIIUIM B OpaKe 1 MMEIOIIHH
IeTel Ha wkauBeHUU (A bribe-taker is typically a man aged 25 to 40, with a higher
education, married with dependent children).

When you give this guy a bribe, you are not likely to say: Ha — Bo3bMu B3sTKy (Here’s a
bribe; take it). Instead you might say you are giving him something to express gratitude
(BbIpasKaTh 611arojapHoOCTS). To your friend you might say you had to buy someone off
(oTrymaThcsi). Or you might use the slangy maBath Ha nany (literally to put something in his
paw).

I asked some of my Russian friends to think back to their bribing days, and we came up with
three situations in the Soviet and immediate post-Soviet period where you were likely to give
a bribe.

The first category was the communal services guys. This was local cnecaps Bacst (plumber

Vasya) who, like all plumbers, was always drunk — this apparently was a job qualification.
That did not stop him from doing excellent work, although it did make it hard to reach him
sometimes.

These folks got a salary, but it wasn’t what you’d call generous. Many of these people came to
Moscow from other towns o tumury (as migrant workers), lived in horrible conditions,
waited for a Moscow nponucka (residence permit) and eventually housing. So Bacst needed to
make as much money on the side — in part to pay bribes in various offices to speed up his
residency permit. To make sure your toilet got fixed within the millennium, you might say,
KoHeuHo0, 1 Bac no6marogapio (Of course I’ll thank you). But sometimes you just cut to the
chase and asked: Ckonpko? (How much?)

Doctors, teachers, secretaries, and gatekeepers (to officials, important bosses, or service
providers) also got bribes. A doctor friend got what he called msrkeHTeTEMeHCKUYM HAabOD:
KOHBSIK, KOH(eTKH, 6JI0K (MHOCTPAaHHBIX) curapet (a gentleman’s assortment: cognac, a
box of candy and a carton of (foreign) cigarettes). A different friend wanted to bribe her
teacher for a good grade. She slipped cash in the folder with her essay and said: Pa6oty s
caenana... MoskeT 6b61Th, moroBopumcs? (I did the work... can we come to an agreement?)

A specialist in bribe-giving suggests first deciding how much you are willing to pay.
[IpMKUHBTE KaKOU CYMMBI JJOCTATOYHO JJISI TOTO, YTOOBI 3TOT YeJI0BeK COOTa3HUICS
(Estimate what amount would be enough to seduce the person you’re bribing). YMHO>XbTe Ha
IBa (Double the figure).

Then there are possible approaches. What you say depends on the situation. For the first
category of someone you want something from — like the plumber or teacher — you’ve
established there is a problem — a broken toilet, a possible bad grade — and are now
presenting a range of possible solutions. That come in an envelope. Or large bag. Or suitcase.

Kak permruTs Borpoc? (How can we resolve this?) MosgkeT 6bITb, MbI ITIOMIIEM KaKOM - HUOY/Ib
BapMaHT pelneHus mpodiaemsl? (Maybe we can look for another way to resolve the problem?)



JlaBaiiTe MOCMOTPUM Ha Bompoc ¢ apyrou cropoHsl! (Let’s look at this issue from another
angle!) Or even: Y meHs1 K BamM paliMoHann3aTopckoe rpemmoskenue! (I’ve got a labor-saving
proposal for you!)

It’s not clear whose labor is being saved, but you get your idea across.

If it’s a traffic cop or anyone in authority about to fine, charge, arrest or otherwise make your
life miserable, then the question is slightly different. JoroBopuTbcst Mo>kHO? (Can we make a
deal?)

What if the cop, investigator, prosecutor, or other person in authority responds with outrage?
You have two options. One is to play innocent: [Ta uTo BbI, UT0 Bbl! Sl COBCeM He 3TO UMeJl B
Buny (Good grief! How could you say that?! I didn’t mean that at all!) The other is to realize
that you low-balled your offer and try again: Yro s ist Bac mory cenats? (What can I do for
you?)

And then there a third category that is, frankly, way above my pay grade. This is big business,
heads of construction boards, lawmakers considering legislation that could either break you
or make you, and other top-level officials with the power to nix or okay your billion-dollar
deal. I have been told that words are usually not uttered. In some cases a number is written on
a scrap of paper and passed across a desk or, more likely, across a crisp white tablecloth in an
expensive restaurant. Or the terms were clarified by minions at an earlier date and the only
reference to an expected large transfer of funds from one off-shore account into another
might be: VcoBus 3uaere? (You know the terms?)

But that’s out of my league. I’'m still angry about the $50 I paid for my painted bumper.
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