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Abstract. The data collected in an ethnographic study conducted between 2014 and 2016 in tourist
areas in Catalonia, Spain shows that the mastery of Russian has become a profitable commodity in Spanish
tourism industry. The purpose of this paper is to show where and how Russian is used in the service industry
and trace the commodification of the language over time. Against the background of fluctuating numbers
of Russian-speaking visitors, this analysis will contribute to a better understanding of processes of language
commodification and decommodification and the relationship between wider political and economic con-
texts and valorisation of particular languages and speakers.
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INTRODUCTION

Tourism is currently one of the largest and most dynamic sectors of the Catalan eco-
nomy: in 2014 it contributed approximately 12% of the Catalan GDP (Agencia Catalana
de Turisme, 2015). In the context of this ongoing influx of visitors, linguistic exchanges
become symbolic exchanges of both cultural and social capital that, under certain condi-
tions, can be converted into economic capital (Bourdieu 1986). What this means, in other
words, is that languages function not only as a means of communication, but also as
a way to add value to particular products and services. This double duty makes langu-
ages, in the view of Heller and associates (2014) “one of the key sites for a sociolinguistic
study of the political economy of globalization” (563). The purpose of the present paper
is to examine how a particular language — Russian — functions as a commodity in Cata-
lonia’s tourism industry within different moments in time.

Official data about tourism flows from countries of the former USSR show that
Russian speakers visit Catalonia in large numbers: in 2013 alone nearly one million trav-
ellers from the Russian Federation visited this Spanish region (Figure 2). As a result,
Russian soon became visible on the streets of Barcelona and other touristic and shopping
spots along the Catalan coast, prompting us to conduct an ethnographic study of the ac-
tual role of Russian and Russian-speaking tourism workers in the Catalan economy.

In what follows, I will begin with some theoretical considerations, followed by
information on Russian tourism in Spain and the design of our study. Next, I will com-
pare the data collected in 2014 with the 2016 data and try to draw some general con-
clusions about ways in which Russian gained and then lost (some of) its commercial
value.
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SOME THEORETICAL CONSIDERATIONS

While global mobility and tourism in particular are not new phenomena per se,
the onset of the global new economy now allows for commodification of virtually any-
thing (Appadurai 1986). Within this context, tourism emerges as an insightful terrain
in the study of language commodification being characterized by two distinct yet closely
connected expressions that highlight the conversion of linguistic capital into economic one.

“Tourism presents itself as a means to navigate the new economy in ways which allow
for the commodification of culture, identity and language, on the one hand, and the exploi-
tation of multilingual communication skills, on the other. Exactly how this happens is differ-
ent from one case to another, depending for example, on the nature and degree of eco-
nomic crisis, access to resources of interested actors, the extent of existing tourism infra-
structure or specific local sociohistorical conditions. What they have in common is the fact
that this new field of practice produces specific configurations of the interrelation between

the symbolic and the economic [...]” (Heller et al. 2015: 563).

First, however, it is necessary to establish what I understand by the term commodity
and by the notion of language commodification. According to Heller et al. (2014: 545),
“commodification is the expression we use to describe how a specific object or process
is rendered available for conventional exchange in the market”. Undoubtedly, there is
something uncomfortable in this approach to language skills and language work as a
commodity exchangeable for money in the capitalist economy. However, linkages and
interconnections between language, speakers and the economy within current political-
economic conditions are well-described phenomena (Heller 2003; Heller and Duchéne
2012; Irvine 1989), prompting us to further study the conditions that make particular
languages and speakers more ‘valuable’ than others and ask, in which specific contexts
this takes place. Thus, for this research on the commodification of Russian within the
Catalan tourism industry I have adopted the approach by Pavlenko (2017) that, follow-
ing Heller (2010) defines commodification of Russian as,
“[...] the process where a new value is accorded to linguistic resources and is made
commensurable across a set of exchangeable things. Exchangeable things refer to sala-
ries and other forms of financial compensation received by speakers of Russian in func-

tioning markets in expectation of greater profits. The resources involve Russian as a tech-
nical skill [...]” (2).

Taking this notion of commodification of languages and speakers as the point of
departure, I will now discuss the context of our research, namely Russian tourism
in Spain and Catalonia.

RUSSIAN TOURISM IN CATALONIA

According to the last reports of the World Economic Forum (WEF 2015) and
the United Nations World Travel Organization (UNWTO 2014), Spain’s tourist ap-
peal comes mainly from its extremely competitive tourist service infrastructure, its heri-
tage sites and its cultural resources, as well as from the good safety, security, health
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and hygiene conditions. All these elements are combined with almost eight months per
year of good weather and the relatively moderate price of all major services and con-
sumer products.

Russian tourism first began to grow in the early 2000s, but the increase in the num-
bers of Russian visitors in Europe became more dramatic and noticeable by 2009 (Pav-
lenko 2017). Both in absolute and relative figures, the amount of Russian tourists
in Spain increased consistently until 2013. According to Russian Tourism Bureau,
in 2009, almost 370.000 Russians travelled to Spain and by 2013 the number of tourists
visiting the country rose to 1.275.000. That represents a 300% increase in a mere five-
year period (see Figure 1). Furthermore, these statistics capture only Russian visitors from
Russia, yet Russian-speaking tourists also come to Spain from other post-Soviet coun-
tries, as well as from Russian diasporas in Germany and Israel. However, since 2014 and
the onset of the political crisis in Ukraine, the annexation of Crimea and the economic
sanctions imposed by the European Union and the United States, tourist visits to both
Spain and Catalonia decreased (Figures 1 and 2). This trend was further accelerated by
falling revenues from the export of the country’s natural resources and the subsequent
devaluation of the Russian Rouble.
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Figure 1. Overall number of Russian tourist visits abroad and percentage
of Russian travellers visiting Spain (2009—2016)

Importantly, 70 to 80% of all Russian visitors in Spain pick Catalonia as their holi-
day destination (figure 1). Besides all the factors mentioned above regarding Spain’s
appeal to tourism, Catalonia is a notable international transport hub, with direct con-
nexions to all major world airports. Moreover, Catalonia (and especially Barcelona) has
an excellent and diverse hotel infrastructure, as well as an overwhelming concentration
of heritage, cultural and shopping sites.
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Figure 2. Number of Russians visiting Catalonia and overall share
of Russian visitors (2009—2016)
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Figure 3. Comparison of Russian visitor numbers to Catalonia and Spain (2009—2016)

The number of Russian visitors in Catalonia has been changing in changed in the
same manner as in the rest of Spain, rising from 2009 to 2013 and dramatically falling
from 2014 onward. In 2013, with almost a million of visitors, Russians represented more
than 6% of foreign tourists in Catalonia.

In Catalonia, visitors from Russia rank fifth in terms of daily expenditures with
an average of 177 € per person, only after tourists coming from the Arabian Gulf region,
the USA, the rest of America and Scandinavian countries (www.idescat.cat). That being
said, there is no doubt that this contingent of Russian tourists had and still has an im-
pact in all the fields related to the tourism industry. In order to understand this impact,

608



Miquel Cabal-Guarro. Russian Journal of Linguistics, 2017, 21 (3), 605—619

I analyse the presence and importance of the Russian language in different domains
linked to tourism, namely hospitality (restaurants, bars and hotels), retail, real estate,
and the language industry.

METHODOLOGY

In May 2014 I conducted 218 interviews in shops, bars and restaurants in central
Barcelona and in Salou, a coastal resort near Tarragona. In Barcelona, data was collected
in the shops, bars and restaurants of Passeig de Gracia (54% of the interviews), Portafer-
rissa street (17%) and Portal de I’Angel street (17%). In Salou, the data was collected
on the main shopping street of Salou with 12% of overall interviews). In addition to these
short interviews, in 2015 I held six in-depth conversations with hotel staff managers
and real estate agents in Salou and Cadaqués, a coastal resort along the Costa Brava. Our
goal was to obtain more comprehensive information about the value of Russian in dif-
ferent commercial fields and in different localities popular with Russian visitors. In ad-
dition I collected data from chambers of commerce, real estate agencies, and language
school and took pictures of linguistic landscapes (Shohamy and Gorter 2008). Linguis-
tic landscaping as a methodology within sociolinguistic research refers to the study of
language in the public sphere of mostly urban environments. In this research, linguistic
landscaping has the advantage to provide data on the use of Russian (also in relation
to other languages) on shop fronts, posters, advertising banners and billboards, but also
on restaurant menus, leaflets and within stores and restaurants. Furthermore, it allows
for the documentation of language use over time (Pavlenko and Mullen, 2015), an aspect
that will provide helpful for scholars wishing to revisit particular locations and document,
how and to what extent written language use has changed over time in a given area,
in turn relating those to wider political and economic contexts.

The choice of the specific research sites was conditioned by several reasons. In the
case of Barcelona, the typological disparity of the shopping streets results from the tra-
ditional commercial organisation of the city around trade unions, roughly following the
principle one street, one business activity), as well as from the current gentrification pro-
cesses which have extraordinarily altered the city centre in recent years. Passeig de Gracia
is an upmarket spot; it is extremely exclusive in its upper side, with international haute
couture brands and becoming more oriented towards middle-class customers near Por-
tal de I’Angel. Portal de 1’Angel itself is a traditional shopping street, home to one of
the first department stores in Barcelona. At present, it is a middle-class oriented shopping
street, with all major franchise stores you can find in shopping centres all over the world,
as well as with some traditional shops that still resist the severe gentrification taking
place in the area. In fact, Portal de I’Angel happens to feature the most expensive real
estate in Spain concerning retail stores, with Passeig de Gracia ranking third on the same
list (Cushman and Wakefield 2016). Finally, Portaferrissa is a traditional commercial
street, with shops and bars ranging from middle-class oriented to very popular.

The tourist spots by the sea were chosen for similar reasons. Salou is a very popular
beach spot in Costa Daurada with non-expensive hotels and services, easily accessible
from Barcelona by train and by a low-cost airport in nearby Reus. On the other hand,
Cadaqués is an exclusive spot along the Costa Brava, accessible only after a long and
winding drive. It is a small village with about 3.000 inhabitants and that has preserved
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its appearance as an old fishing town, hosting the unique and attractive Salvador Dali
House Museum. Moreover, it has a very restrictive policy regarding the development
of real estate, making it almost impossible to build new houses in the village, result-
ing in exceptionally high prices for real estate. The breakdown of the surveyed estab-
lishments is as follows:

Clothes and shoes shops (62%)

Jewellery and watches shops (5%)

Restaurants and bars (18%)

Household goods (5%)

Souvenirs and gifts shops (5%)

6. Perfume shops (5%)

Since I was entering shops and bars during work hours without prior notification,
my first intention was not to disturb anybody. To be as efficient as possible, without
being intrusive, I designed a concise questionnaire that combined with notes and ob-
servations, could provide up to ten indicators for every establishment. The questionnaire
consisted of the following questions:

1. Anyone of your staff speaks Russian? How many people?

2. Since when do you have Russian-speaking staff?

3. Is there any signage in Russian? Do you care if [ take a picture?

4. Is there anything you want to say about Russian in Catalonia?

The analysis of the data I collected shows that in 2014 services in Russian were
widely available in the upper-class-oriented shopping area of Passeig de Gracia in Bar-
celona and in the tourist-oriented beach shopping area of Salou, whilst in all other areas
it was less frequent. Altogether, Russian was spoken nearly in half of the surveyed com-
mercial establishments, highlighting the potential exchange value of the language and
confirming that entrepreneurs had decided to invest into the language at some point,
most likely during the onset of mass tourism from Russia around 2010. As seen in Figure 4,
the availability of Russian-speaking personnel was especially high in Passeig de Gracia.
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Figure 4. Number of enterprises with Russian-speaking customer service
in the four areas of research
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Remarkably, in one international haute couture shop and in one jewellery shop along
Passeig de Gracia, all sales staff was either Russian or Russian-speaking. It’s not easy
to know who are the owners of these establishments, since they are usually operated
by shell companies. In a number of jewellery shops, half of the staff was Russian-speak-
ing and the other half was Chinese-speaking, hinting that Chinese is also a commodity
in the local tourism industry (see Image 1).

PANERAI

PANERAI

Image 1. Display in Russian and Chinese at a shop front of a jewellery shop

In Passeig de Gracia and in Salou, shops featured Russian-speaking staff for almost
four years during our initial research in 2014. The vast majority of these Russian speakers
were Russian or Ukrainian nationals with legal residence in Catalonia; I found only four
interviewees in Barcelona and five in Salou who were Catalonians with an intermediate
level of Russian. I do not know what languages were spoken in the establishments before,
presumably French and German, which have been now replaced by an English-only
policy towards every language except for Russian and Chinese, since Russian- and
Chinese-speaking visitors usually don’t have even an elementary command of any
foreign language.

Figure 5 presents the results according to the type of establishment. I can see that
luxury establishments were more prone to offer services in Russian, with the language
being spoken in the vast majority of jewelleries and international haute couture shops
(such as Versace, Vuitton, Chanel, etc.). Around half of the stores selling home goods —
with a slightly lower proportion of perfume shops — offered their service in Russian,
while one third of the souvenir shops claimed to be able to offer their services to Russian
speakers in Russian.

With regard to restaurants and bars, I found that 25% of the establishments offered
service in Russian; in addition to that, 54% of the visited bars and restaurants had menus
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in Russian. According to a satisfaction survey conducted by a tourism operator in 2013,
50% of Russian tourists complained about poorly translated or non-existent menus and
about the lack of attention in Russian in hotels and restaurants (DIBA/SERHS 2014).
Here, Image 2 could serve as an example of what most likely is the result of an automated
translation. The word for menu in Catalan and Spanish is carta, which happens to be
also the word for letter. In the Russian version of this restaurant menu, the very word
menu (carta) has been translated as nucwsmo, the Russian word for letter, instead of menro,
the correct translation for menu that is, in fact, a loan of the French menu.

Image 2. Detail of a badly translated menu in a Barcelona restaurant
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Image 3. Street sign in Barcelona: Image 4. Sign in a shop in Salou:
“Menu in Russian. Good and cheap food!” “Russian-speaking sales person needed”

Vendemos agua fria
We sell cold water

Mpopaetca
XONoAHaA Boga

Image 5. Sign in a shop in Barcelona (Passeig de Gracia)
in Spanish, English and Russian

In 2015, following the dramatic decrease in numbers of Russian speaking visitors,
staff managers of three hotels in Salou and Barcelona told us that they were keeping
their Russian-speaking personnel because Russians were still visiting Catalonia and had
not been replaced by speakers of other languages that would require specific attention.
At the same time, a staff manager of a hotel in Barcelona told us that after the high season
they would lay off a Russian-speaking personal assistant and hire an Arabic-speaker from
the Persian Gulf region with additional proficiency in English to perform the same job.
In that specific hotel located in central Barcelona, affluent Russians were being replaced
by equally affluent visitors from the Gulf.
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Image 6. Tourist services offered in Russian in Salou

BEYOND CONVENTIONAL TOURISM:
THE REAL ESTATE INDUSTRY

We also took a look at the real estate industry, where Russians are among the top
buyers. In 2016, Russians bought 2,83% of the houses purchased by foreigners in Spain,
ranking 10" in a list topped by UK nationals. In Catalonia, Russians bought 3,99% of
houses purchased by foreign nationals and ranked 5" in a list topped by Chinese nationals.
If we compare the relative figures of the last three years, we’ll see that the share of Rus-
sian-bought houses in Catalonia shows higher rates than the average in Spain (Figure 6).
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Image 7. Russian real estate agent in Salou
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Figure 6. Share of Russians in the overall number of foreigners acquiring real estate
in Spain and Catalonia (2013—2016)

In my research in 2014, I found out that 29 out of a total of 122 officially recognised
real estate agents in north-eastern Catalonia (including the Costa Brava) either were
Russians or spoke Russian (see Images 4 and 5). I have no up-to-date official informa-
tion about this, but the decrease in the number of houses bought by Russians that, how-
ever, can also be attributed to market saturation, could be a sign pointing to a change
in the value of Russian in the real estate market.
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,
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Ceiiuac camoe BpEMA BKIAIALIBATE CBOH HHBECTHIIMH

[IsTbaecar netr paboThl HA PHIHKE HEJBHKHMOCTH

Image 8. Apartments and real estate services offered in Russian in Salou.
There is a misspelled word which went all through the production process of the sign,
probably managed by non-Russian-speakers

For instance, in 2011 there used to be a real estate agent in Cadaqués that operated
under the name of ‘Russia Cadaqués‘. Altogether there are four real estate offices at work
in the village and one of them was devoted to the Russian (or Russian-speaking) market.
This agency closed in summer 2015; with no official data to evaluate, one could speculate
that this closure is a sign of a more general trend of Russian losing some of its commodity
value, at least within the real-estate industry.
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RINA TOURS
Kapuna TYPC

NEPBOE PYCCKOE ATEHTCTBO IO HEABH/KHMOCTH B CAJIOY!

NHPOPMAIIUA BE3 KOMIIPOMUCCA
(0034) 680 848 459

Image 9. Russian real estate agent in Salou.
It claims to be the first Russian agent in town.

LEARNING RUSSIAN

The last domain I analyse in relation to the valorisation of Russian in Catalonia
is the extent to which this language is learnt in official language schools. There is no data
on private language courses, so [ have to take the official data as the only indicator. There
are 45 official language schools in Catalonia. Russian is learnt in 7 of them, namely
in Barcelona, Calella, Girona, Lleida, Salou, Tarragona and Tortosa. In relation to
the overall number of foreign language students, the number of those learning Russian
did not significantly change in the past 15 years. In absolute figures, students have doubled
in number if compared with pupils as of 1999—2000, but the total share is still under
the 2% of overall language students (Figure 7).

In our opinion, the increase in the aggregate number of Russian learners has more
to do with the widespread growth of foreign language learning across Europe than spe-
cifically with the Russian language itself. The subtle drop in 2014—15 could be easily
interpreted as a reflection of the mantra repeated in the media for almost three years,
namely ‘this is the end of the Russian tourism as we know it’'. Besides these students
learning Russian in language schools, official statistics (2013) suggest that there are
71.000 fluent speakers of Russian in Catalonia, including native (L1) and non-native
advanced speakers.

' https://themoscowtimes.com/articles/russian-outbound-tourism-suffers-sharpest-drop-since-
1998-52116
http://elpais.com/elpais/2015/10/22/inenglish/1445523527 884874.html
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/sep/04/wooing-the-russians-how-spain-and-italy-are-
trying-to-lure-back-lost-tourists
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Figure 7. Number of learners of Russian in relation to overall number
of language learners in Catalonia

CONCLUSIONS

The purpose of this paper was to examine the uses of Russian in Catalan tourism
industry between 2014 and 2016. Based on ethnographic research over time, I highlighted
in which particular contexts Russian is used in the local tourism industry and how this
changed in the light of political and economic contexts that led to a considerable decrease
of tourist visits of Russian speakers. While my data from interviews, questionnaires
and within the linguistic landscapes of Barcelona and Salou show the continuing impor-
tance of the language. However, while Russian retained some of its commodity value,
the interconnectedness of language commodification processes with global economics
and (geo)politics make it impossible to foresee what role Russian will play in Catalonia
in the (near) future. As Pavlenko (2017: 16) highlights, Russian is “a commodity that
cannot be easily dissociated from the political identity of its putative speakers”. This
cognitive dissonance between high purchasing power of Russian visitors and negative
attitudes towards Russia has exacerbated in the past few years and it remains to be seen
whether Russian will remain a valuable resource in Catalan tourism industry.

© Miquel Cabal-Guarro, 2017
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9KOHOMUYHECKAHA SHAHYUMOCTDb PYCCKOIO 913blKA
B KATAJIOHUWU: BEKTOP POCTA UJIN NAOEHUA?

Muxen Kaban-I'yappo

HccnenoBaTenbekuii HEHTP COMONIMHTBUCTHKHN U KomMmyHHKamu (CUSC)
Yuusepcuret bapcenonst
585 Gran Via de les Corts Catalanes, 08007 Barcelona, Spain

JlaHHEIe, COOpaHHEIC B XOJE 3THOrPaMIecKoro NCCIEA0BaHN, IpoBeneHHoro B 2014—16 TT. B Ty-
puctuyeckux paifonax Karanonuu, Mcnanus, MOKa3bIBatOT, YTO B UCIIAHCKOI MHLYCTPHU TypH3Ma BiIaJICHHE
PYCCKHM SI3BIKOM CTaJIO TIPUOBUTBHBIM TOBapoM. Llemb 3Toi cTaThil — MOKa3aTh, TIe U KaK PYCCKIH SI3bIK
HCTIONB3yeTCs B chepe YCIyT, U MPOCIEAUTH KOMMOAU(DUKAIUIO PYCCKOTO sA3BIKa C TCUCHHEM BPEMCEHH.
Ha ¢one xonebanus yucna pycCKOS3bIUHBIX TYPUCTOB 3TOT aHAIU3 OyJIET CLIOCOOCTBOBATH JIydIlIEMY IIOHH-
MaHHIO ITPOLECCOB KOMMOIM(UKAIINN U JeKOMMOAN(UKAIINHN S36IKa, a TAKXKE OTHOIICHUH MexXTy Oomee
HIMPOKUMU HOIUTUYECKUMU U SKOHOMHUECKUMH KOHTEKCTaMH U 3HAUUMOCTbIO KOHKPETHBIX S3bIKOB
1 TOBOPAIINX HA HUX TIOJEH.
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Kamanonus, Ucnanus
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Jns nuTHpOBaHuUs:

Cabal-Guarro, M. Is Russian Decommodifying in Catalonia? // Becmnuk Poccuiickozo
yHugepcumema Opyrcovt napooos. Cepus: Jlunzeucmuka. 2017. T. 21. Ne 3. C. 605—619.
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Caenenusi 00 aBTope:

Muxen Kaban-I'yappo, xkanmunar ¢uiojoruueckux Hayk B YHuBepcurere bapcenonsi, Karanonus.
OH paboTaeT JIUTepaTypHbIM MEPEBOIUUKOM M HCCIIEIOBATEIEM B 00JIACTH COLIMOIMHTBUCTUKH. Cpenu
€ro MepeBo/IOB Ha KaTaIAHCKHUI SI3bIK €CTh POMaHBI U IIbECHl M3BECTHBIX PYCCKHX MHUCATENeH, TaKuX
kak [locroeBckuii, Tosncrol, LlBeTaeBa, loBnatos, [Inaronos, Yexos. B HacTos11ee BpeMst OH COTpY/I-
Huyaet ¢ MccnenoBarenbckuM IEHTpoM conmonuHTBUCTHKA B kKomMmyHuKaun (CUSC) u ['pymmoit
o m3ydeHuto ucuezaronmx s36ikoB (GELA) B yHUBepcutere bapcenonst. Chepa nayunvix unmepe-
€08: COLMOJIMHTBHUCTHKA MTOCTCOBETCKOTO MPOCTPAHCTBa, 0c00eHHO B KpbiMy 1 YKpanHe, a TakKe poib
PYCCKOTO sI3bIKa B IOCTCOBETCKHX CTpaHax. Kowmakmuas ungopmayus.: e-mail: miquelcabal@ub.edu.
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