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Last week German Gref, the head of Sberbank, created a sensation at the Gaidar Economic
Forum — and not by scaring the pants off everyone in the audience with his scathing picture
of the state of the Russian economy.

No, he created my favorite kind of sensation — linguistic — and the most fun kind
of linguistic sensation, too: the confusion caused by a foreign word being adopted


https://www.themoscowtimes.com/author/michele-a-berdy

into Russian and undergoing changes in meaning.

The word in question popped up fairly early in Gref's speech, right after his first dire
economic pronouncement: HepTsiHOM BeK y>ke 3akoHumiIcs (The oil age is already over.)
Then he continued: '""MbI ipourpany KOHKYPEHIUIO... U MbI IIPOCTO OKA3a/IMCh B CTAHE
CTpaH, KOTOpbIe IPOUTPBIBAIOT, B CTaHe cTpaH-AayHImU@TepoB." (We didn't beat

the competition ... and we've simply ended up in the camp of losers, in the camp

of downshifter countries).

The general Russian response to this seems to have been: Huh?

Only one of the three meanings of downshifting made it into Russian: jayHmudTHUHT means
to drop out of high-stress, high-paying jobs for a simpler lifestyle. This is defined as oTka3 oT
TPAaJUIIVIOHHBIX [IEHHOCTEH ... TAKUX, KaK Kapbepa U MaTepUaibHble 671ara (rejecting
traditional values such as a career and material well-being).

But gayHmunTUHT D0-PycCKHU is sort of the reverse of what it is in the West. Russian
downshifters rent out their apartments and live on the money in cheaper and warmer
countries, like Thailand or India. So instead of cutting back, they crank it up: Ye3>kas B
TeIlIble Kpasi, OHU, KaK [IPaBUJIO, IOBBIIAIOT YpoBeHb >KU3HU (When they go to warmer
shores, for the most part they raise their living standards.)

In any case, a lot of Russian commentators couldn't match up this definition with Gref's
comment. One person thought he might be flashing around English to show off. Another
commentator really struggled to make sense of it: [JayHIITU(PTUHT KaK MHOTOJIETHUM OTABIX
Ha UHOCTPAHHOM KypOpTe ... BOCIIPUHMMAETCsI 00II1eCTBOM CKOpee MOJI0SKUTEeTbHO.
BeposiTHO, 'epman I'ped Ment B BUAY Jerpajialiviio TMYHOCTH, KOTOPasi MO>KeT HaCTYIUTh
IIpU TaKoM 0bpase sKu3Hu. Cys o peur 6aHKUpa, CMHOHUM cj10Ba "'mayHiudTep" —
ny3ep. (Downshifting — many years relaxing at a foreign resort ... is most likely to be viewed
positively by society. German Gref probably meant the personal degradation that might
happen with that kind of lifestyle. Judging by the banker's speech, the synonym

of "downshifter'" is loser.)

But at the end of his speech, Gref returned to downshifting: KTo xoueT ocTaTbcs B TpeHZE U
He X0YeT ObITh JayHIIU(TEPOM ... IS ITOTO He HaJ|0 exaTh B UHANIO, JAaYHITU(HTEPOM
MO>KHO OBITB 37I€Ch ...eCJTM MbI HE XOTUM OCTAThCSI CTPAHON - JayHIITU(PTEpPOM, HaM HY>KHO
6e>kaTh oueHb O6bIcTpOo (Whoever wants to stay on track and not become a downshifter — you
can be a downshifter here, you don't need to go to India to be one — if we don't want to be

a downshifter country, then we have to get a move on it.)

Judging by the rest of Gref's speech, which was peppered with English, I think he might know
another English meaning of downshifting: to slow down economically and fall behind. It looks
like he melded two meanings and came up with his own Grefian meaning of downshifting:

to opt out — of the rat race or the world economy.

Next he'll say we all need to lean in.
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