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Language choice and usage in social   
interaction in Latvia: discourse and practice1
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S u m m a r y :  In this article, based on quantitative and qualitative data, the author charac-
terises the use of the Latvian and Russian languages in Latvia analysing the different models of 
language choice in every day interaction in public and private environments. The language mo-
nitoring studies run between 1996 and 2008 are used to evaluate Latvian and Russian language 
use habits, i.e. the level of language use practice. In turn, the qualitative data from focus group 
discussions carried out during the period from 2003 to 2005 is used in language use discourse 
analysis. The application of the principles of discourse analysis allows the existence of different 
and even conflicting language discourses to be identified that are common in Latvian and Russian 
language communities. According to discourse theory, the existence of conflicting discourses can 
lead to a wider sociopolitical conflict. The language discourse as a part of ethnopolitical metadis-
course illustrates the discursive conflict of both ethnolinguistic groups as a form of their power 
relations in the field of ethnopolitics, which is based on strict state language policy. Nevertheless, 
the research shows that discursive conflict between Latvian and Russian language communities 
is unlikely to transform into a social conflict. 

k e y  w o r d s :  language use, discourse, conflict, discourse analysis.

Introduction

Considering Latvian society in terms of ethnic and linguistic divisions, it is 
reasonable to distinguish two dominant ethnolinguistic groups: Latvian and 
Russian language communities.2 Along with the change in political regime 

 1 This article is written on the basis of the author’s doctoral research results (An Ethnoplitical 
Discourse Analysis: the Power relations of Language Communities in Latvia).  

 2 In accordance with statistical data, in 2009, 59.3 % Latvians, 27.8 % Russians, and 12.9 % 
representatives of other nationalities (ethnicities) lived in Latvia (CSB [Central Statistical 
Bureau] of the Republic of Latvia 2009). Data from the previous population census (2000) 
shows that Latvian is the native language for 58.2 % of the population, Russian for 37.5 % 
and another language is the native language for 4.3 % of the residents of Latvia. Other 
surveys confirm this information. For instance, the results of a survey that was conducted 
in March and April, 2008, reveal that 59.0 % of the residents of Latvia gave Latvian as 
their native language, 32.2 % of the residents mentioned Russian as their native language, 
and 5.7 % named another language as their native language (BISS [Baltic Institute of 
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and ideology, a language hierarchy change occurred and several important 
ethnopolitical turning points (amendments to citizenship law, Latvia’s acces-
sion to the European Union, minority education reform) had an impact on 
language use in public and private environments and on the attitudes of both 
of the largest ethnolinguistic communities in Latvia towards these dominat-
ing languages. 

Sociolinguists (see for example Druviete 2001; Nelde 1986, 1997) hy-
pothesis many cases of conflict between communities of several languages. 
Peter Hans Nelde who introduced the term ‘language conflict’ argues that 
languages among which there are contacts inevitably create a foundation for 
conflict among those who speak the languages (Nelde 1986). This makes it 
possible to assume that language conflicts can turn into actual conflicts 
among linguistic communities, and these can be political conflicts which are 
based on the fact that the dominant linguistic group in the relevant society 
controls administrative, political and economic life. This is particularly com-
mon in those societies in which the dominant group uses language as the 
basis for integrating the rest of the society (Nelde 1997). Other authors 
recognise that conflicts between language communities may not manifest 
themselves openly or can exist as a form of competition between these 
groups. It is more common in those cases, where language is one of the 
main tools used to obtain the resources available for the society (Lane and 
Ersson 1991). Apart from the conclusions of language contact theory, in 
practice, conflicts between language users do not always develop. This is 
especially true in those cases where users of a minority language are bilin-
gual – they are able to use both their first language and the language of the 
majority of society (Poriņa 2009: 42) as it is in Latvia. Social scientists for 
their part, suppose that one of the problems that characterises contemporary 
social life is a conflict that is based on unequal and inequitable power rela-
tions between speakers of different languages and people who belong to 
different cultures (Fairclough, Graham, Lemke and Wodak 2004).

The aim of the ethnopolitics of Latvia is a united, ethnically integrated 
society and its main instrument is strong language policy. The previous results 
of this policy show that knowledge of the Latvian language has substantially 
improved among members of the Russian ethnolinguistic group and the posi-
tion of the Latvian language in the language competition has become strong-
er (Poriņa 2009). Studies have revealed that both ethnolinguistic groups in 

Social Sciences] 2008, n = 2002; see Table 1). Analysing interactions between nationality 
and native language (see Table 2), it is evident that for 95 % of Latvians and 96 % of 
Russians, ethnic affiliation conforms with their native language. Therefore, both groups 
have an equally close mutual connection between indicators of nationality and native 
language.
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Latvia share ethnically heterogeneous social networks and environments of 
language use, either formal (public institutions) or partly formal (work place). 
Therefore, the social space and social interactions cannot be considered to be 
highly divided (Zepa, Kļave, Jeruma and Krišāne 2004; Tabuns et al. 2006; 
BISS 2007, 2008; Volkovs 2006). At the same time, there are indicators point-
ing to relatively closed Russian and Latvian language communities with their 
own political and economic leaders, channels of mass communication, and 
segregated fields of information, schooling and cultural life. However, the 
most significant differences between the two groups concern ethnopolitical 
issues — state language, minority education and citizenship policy — as well 
as the interpretation of history, where attitudes are contradictory and often 
conflicting (Apine et al. 2001; Broks, Tabuns and Tabuna 2001; Diatchkova 
2005; Dribins and Šņitņikovs (Ed.) 2007; Karklins 2000; Muižnieks 2006; 
Šulmane and Kruks 2006; Tabuns 2006; Zepa et al. 2005). There is an inter-
nal confrontation also in the political discourse regarding ethnic and ethno-
political issues (Ijabs and Kruks 2008; Šulmane 2007). Attempts up to this 
point to shape power relations between the two language communities towards 
shared goals and a unity in the frame of society integration policy have been 
unsuccessful (Dribins and Šņitņikovs (Ed.) 2007; Tabuns 2007; Zepa et al. 
2006, Muižnieks (Ed.) 2010).

Thus, on the one hand, there are number of characteristics pointing to 
attitudinal conflict in the field of ethnopolitics between the Latvian and 
Russian language communities; but on the other hand, it is very important 
to emphasise that there is no open sociopolitical or ethnic conflict between 
the groups in the case of Latvia. Taking into account the role of language 
policy in the formation of ethnic relations, the issues regarding the attitude 
of both ethnolinguistic groups towards Latvian and Russian and the use of 
these languages come to the fore. The study of language skills and language 
use habits allows for the evaluation of the results of language policy and 
its impact on relations between language communities. The aim of this re-
search is to explain language conflict and its expression in the social real-
ity between Latvian and Russian language communities applying the per-
spective of discourse theories to the role of language, power and discourse 
in the relations of social groups (language communities). 

Theoretical and methodological framework

The connection between language and power in discourse which expresses 
itself in the power relations between social groups has been proven in many 
research studies carried out worldwide in the recent past (see, for example, 
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van Dijk 1993b, Wodak, Matouschek 1993, van Leeuwen and Wodak 1999, 
Fairclough 2006). In these studies, their authors demonstrate, firstly, the role 
of discourse in the construction and understanding of social reality; and sec-
ondly, the opportunities that discourse as analytical instrument provides in 
explaining in more depth the social group relations in society at present. 

Discourse and power

The theoretical framework of this study is based on the language discourse 
analysis, firstly, on the post-structuralist discourse theory elaborated by 
Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe; and secondly, on the critical discourse 
analysis (CDA) developed by Norman Fairclough and Teun Adrianus van 
Dijk. 

According to CDA, discourse is commonly defined as a social use of 
language (Fairclough 2001a, 2003, 2006) and social practice (van Dijk 1993a). 
It implies a dialectic relation between a particular discursive event and the 
situations, institutions and social structures that produced it. Thus, discourse 
produces situations, knowledge and social identities as well as relations among 
individuals and their groups (Fairclough 2001a, 2006; van Dijk 1993a). Laclau 
and Mouffe’s theory operates at a high level of abstraction with regard to the 
concept of discourse. They do not distinguish between discursive and non-
discursive practices, since every object has been created as an object of dis-
course (Laclau and Mouffe 1987: 82). Everything is discursive in the sense 
that the physical existence is determined by the social existence.

Both CDA and poststructuralist discourse theory is based on the idea of 
an interrelation between discourse and power. Fairclough and van Dijk believe 
that power is realised in language and, accordingly, discourse is a field of 
power relations. One can wield power by means of physical force (coercion) 
or by attaining legitimacy of power (recognition), based on ideology consti-
tuted by the link between power and the dominant discourse. Thus power 
exists under the control of discourse (Fairclough 2001a; van Dijk 2008). La-
clau and Mouffe believe that the subject of power tends to create chains of 
meanings of discourse elements (discursive articulations) that ensure hegem-
ony: prevalence of certain discourse that is achieved by mediation of moral, 
intellectual and political authority (Laclau and Mouffe 2001:105, 134–136). 

Laclau and Mouffe, denying the existence of a single subject of power, 
defend the idea of the plurality of power centres and, consequently, the 
plurality of antagonism in society. Thus, according to them, the conflict 
becomes a permanent condition of society. There is always a struggle for 
determining the structure of discourse, which discourses will be dominant 
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and which meanings will be attributed to elements of discourse (Laclau and 
Mouffe 2001). It means, firstly, that every individual can have several dif-
ferent subject positions and identities; secondly, the identities of subjects are 
constructed discursively. 

Resuming it must be stressed that according to the discourse theory, 
power relations are realised in language; therefore power relations and con-
flict between individuals and social groups can be studied by analysing 
discourse. 

The main theoretical principles 
of the language discourse analysis

The power relations between Latvian and Russian language communities 
reflect their struggle for power as recognition of the community’s interests in 
the field of ethnopolitics including the field of language use. In her analysis, 
the author follows the approach of van Dijk and Fairclough in interpreting 
the social structure through discursive structures. The methodology for analys-
ing language discourse, that is qualitative data, has been elaborated mainly 
on the basis of the CDA approach (see for example, Fairclough 2000, 2001a, 
2001b, 2003, 2006; Kalmus 2003; van Dijk 1993b, 2000a, 2000b, 2006b; 
Wodak et al. 1999). In the first phase of analysis, the macrostructures, i.e. the 
themes and topics, of the language discourse have been studied. Following 
the theory of Laclau and Mouffe, discourse semantic macrostructures are 
developed by the privileged discursive points or nodal points (Laclau and 
Mouffe 2001:112). Nodal points are central elements of discourse with fixed 
meanings. Relative to these elements, discourse titles of the topics are formu-
lated, for example imposed Latvian language or oppressed Russian language. 
The next step after defining the discourse structuring centres is to identify the 
changing signs of discourse that obtain different meanings in competing dis-
courses. Identification of these alternative meanings allows alternative dis-
courses to be identified in the field of researched discourses. 

In the second phase of analysis, the microstructures of the ethnopolitical 
discourses have been examined, such as the discursive strategies. The aim of 
this part of the analysis is to understand how and by what means social groups 
wield power within a discourse and which discursive structures and strategies 
are involved in this process (van Dijk 1993a: 259). Upon studying discours-
es of social groups engaged in power relations, van Dijk identified a discursive 
strategy of positive self–presentation and negative other-presentation (see, for 
example, van Dijk 1992: 89–90, 2006a: 373–374, 2008: 5). Van Dijk believes 
that this overall discursive strategy is typical in discourses which reveal the 
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construction of power relations between social groups. In the study of Latvi-
an and Russian language communities’ power relations this strategy is used 
in analysis of the link between language models, reasons for their choice and 
the power relations of language communities. 

Concepts that are used in analysis 

Latvian and Russian language communities are defined in the social con-
structionist paradigm. The concept of language is used due to the primary 
role of language in mobilising ethnic groups and moulding collective iden-
tity in Latvia, pointed out by both foreign researchers (see, for example, 
Schöpflin 2000) and Latvian scholars (see, for example, Apine and Volkovs 
2007; Druviete, Baltaiskalna, Ernstsone and Poriņa 2001; Tabuns 2010). The 
meaning of the concept community is closely linked to the definition of 
ethnicity in social constructionism. Ethnic (language) communities as mem-
bers of a social group are united not only by their ethnicity and language, 
and a common sociopolitical system, but also by social networks, social 
cognitive elements (knowledge, attitudes, convictions etc.) as well as a shared 
historical and cultural framework. In this paradigmatic framework, the author 
assumes that the element which unites members of Latvian and Russian 
language communities apart from their nationality and native language is 
also the language discourses which they support. In this article, the concepts 
of [Latvian/Russian] language community and [Latvian/Russian] ethnolin-
guistic group are used as synonyms.

Language discourse is defined as a social use of language that reveals 
Latvian and Russian ethnolinguistic group understanding and interpretation 
of language policy (attitudes towards the State language and fluency in it 
its knowledge), choice of language and its use in daily communication, 
motivation for the use of certain language (mainly Latvian and Russian). 

Discourse type is an analytical construction, a set of texts (statements) 
that have common macrostructures (topics and themes). Separate discourse 
types form a common (language) discourse structure. By using the concept 
of discourse type, the author divides the language community’s dominating 
discourses and alternative discourses that are atypical and uncommon in-
terpretations and representations of the experiences of social groups (language 
communities). 

Discursive practice is the creation, distribution and consumption of a 
text. It is a practice that occurs only in the form of a speech or writing but 
not in the form of a social action. Social practice includes such elements: 
activities, subjects and their social relations, instruments, objects, time and 
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place, form and awareness, values and discourse. All these elements are 
interrelated. Social practice can be institutionally established. It is a practice 
that contains particular social action. 

Social action is defined in the perspective of the interpretative paradigm, 
with reference to Max Weber, as an intentional behaviour in which the act-
ing individual (actor) attaches subjective meaning to his or her act, and this 
meaningful action is related to the behaviour of other actors (Weber 1967: 
18). Thus, the intentional behaviour is defined as is actual social action and 
not a representation of an action in discourse or thinking. 

Language skills and usage habits 

In order to characterise language knowledge and language usage habits in 
society in general, quantitative data obtained from language monitoring sur-
veys has been analysed (Baltijas Datu nams [BDN] 1996–1999, Baltijas 
Sociālo zinātņu institūts [BSZI] 2000–2004, BISS 2007, 2008). These data 
characterise the level of language use practice. 

The data of the language use practice 

During the years from 1996 to 2008, there have been regular surveys of resi-
dents of Latvia observing the results of the language policy, the changes in 
language skills and the usage of Latvian, and attitudes towards the Latvian 
language as well as towards Russian (BDN 1996–1999, BSZI 2000–2004, 
BISS 2007, 2008).3 These surveys monitoring language use are based on the 
same questionnaire and indicate changes in the language environment and 
competition between languages. In this article the author focuses on the survey 
held in 2008 and compares its results to the data of previous surveys that were 
conducted since June 1996 and had samples of about 2000 respondents.4

In the context of this article, there are three groups of questions in-
cluded in the language monitoring which are relevant for the author’s anal-

 3 The sample of the 2008 survey was 2,002 respondents in Latvia (among all respondents 
there were 1,425 Latvians, 456 Russians and 121 representatives of other ethnic groups). 
The method used was direct interviews at the respondents’ places of residence. Multi-level 
stratified random sampling was applied and ensured representativeness of the Latvian 
residents of age 15–74. The results of the survey were additionally weighted by gender, 
age, nationality, type of residence and region according to the data of Central Statistical 
Bureau of the Republic of Latvia.

 4 Except year 1996 when the sample of residents of Latvia was 1,207.
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ysis: firstly, the importance of the Latvian and the Russian language knowl-
edge, secondly, the self-evaluation of one’s language skills, and, thirdly, 
language use habits in different environments. 

Importance of language knowledge

Almost everyone in Latvia believes that the status of the Latvian language 
is stable and widely recognised. The data from the survey of 2008 shows 
that almost 100 % of Latvians and approximately 94 % of Russians (divi-
sion by ethnicity) think that everyone in Latvia must speak Latvian (summing 
up of responses “very important” and “rather important”). It should be 
stressed that the period 2004–2007 was a turning point with regard to the 
tendencies revealed in previous years (Figure 1). The longitudinal research 
allows one to conclude that ethnopolitical context has a significant influence 
on the formation of attitudes towards the State language among Russians. 
For example, at time when opposition to education reform was strongest 
and discussions about the means and ends of implementation of the reform 
in 2004 were most prevalent, the attitude of Russian linguistic group towards 
speaking Latvian was more negative. If during at the start of the millennium 
attitudes towards the State language had a tendency to worsen, then the 
results of surveys conducted in 2007 and 2008 showed the opposite.

At the same time, during the last few years, the increasing recognition 
of the significance of the Russian language is observable among all ethnic 
groups in Latvia. The importance of the Russian language is stated by many 
respondents – in 2008, 81 % of all residents felt that it is important to have 
a full command of the Russian language. According to the data, the percentage 
of Latvians who feel that it is important for everyone in Latvia to speak the 
Russian language freely has been increasing from 56 % in 2002 to 73 % 
in 2008 (Figure 2). The same is true for Russians who support the idea that 
Latvian must be spoken – 87 % in 2002, and 94 % in 2008 breaking the 
level of 1997 when 92 % of Russians supported the necessity to speak 
Latvian (Figure 1). Taking into account the common dynamics of attitudes, 
it can be concluded that on the one hand, these data indicate the competition 
between Latvian and Russian as dominating languages, due to people’s 
attitudes towards the importance of speaking the different languages. On the 
other hand, these data suggest that tolerance towards different languages has 
increased, as in both ethnolinguistic groups’ people are more likely to 
recognise the importance of the other language. These attitudes are expressed 
also in the language use discourse developing the topics of the status of 
Latvian and language knowledge resource. 
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Self-evaluation of Latvian and russian language skills

In the language monitoring surveys, informants evaluated their language 
skills in three aspects: comprehension, reading and speaking. The language 
proficiency index is calculated using these data, and according to this index 
three language proficiency levels are identified: highest, intermediate and 
lowest. It can be observed that the level of language proficiency evaluated 
through the years changes rather slowly, however changes over ten years 
show that self-evaluation of proficiency in the Latvian language among 
residents with Russian as their native language have improved considerably 
(see Table 3.1., 3.2.). Summing up the highest and intermediate levels, in 
2008, 57 % of Russian speakers reported good Latvian language skills (36 
% in 1996). The group with the lowest level of Latvian is slowly decreasing 
from 22 % in 1996 to 7 % in 2008. 

The most notable changes in Latvian language knowledge have occurred 
among young people. The number of people who speak Latvian very well 
has considerably increased. In 1996, 49 % of young people (aged 15–34) 
evaluated their Latvian language skills as good, whereas in 2008, this had 
increased to 73 % of respondents of the same age group. Changes in oth-
er age groups are less dramatic, but these groups have improved their State 
language skills as well. The greatest changes have occurred with those, 
who fifteen years ago did not have any knowledge of the Latvian language. 
For example, 41 % of those aged 50 to 74 did not know the language in 
1996, but in 2008 that figure decreased to 10 % of the same age group 
(Figure 3).

The survey also reveals that Russian language skills among ethnic Lat-
vians has decreased gradually from year to year: in 1996, 84 % of Latvians 
rated their Russian language skills as ‘good’, then in 2008 that percentage 
notably dropped to 69 % (Figure 4). Weaker Russian language skills are 
found among younger Latvians, in the 15–34 age group 54 % speak Rus-
sian well, 38 % have fairly poor Russian skills, but 8 % do not speak 
Russian at all. It is important to stress that the linguistic situation between 
Russian and Latvian language communities becomes less asymmetrical: in 
2008, 69 % of those whose native language is Latvian have good Russian 
language skills, but 57 % of those whose native language is Russian have 
a good command of Latvian language. Among young people, asymmetry 
of language skills has already changed in the opposite direction: 73 % of 
non-Latvian young people have good Latvian language skills, but 54 % of 
Latvian young people say the same about their Russian language skills 
(division by native language). 
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Language usage habits 

In Latvia, social interaction between Latvian and Russian ethnolinguistic 
groups is determined by strong language usage habits. Both representatives 
of Latvian and Russian linguistic groups typically report that at home they 
speak mostly their native language. Among Latvians, 90 % mainly speak 
Latvian at home, but about 70 % of Russian speakers (those whose native 
language is Russian) mostly speak Russian there (see Table 4). The language 
use at work is considerably different when comparing the situation in 1996 
with that in 2008. Survey data shows that fifteen years ago 60 % of Russian 
speakers spoke only Russian at work, but only 9 % spoke mostly Latvian. 
However, in 2008, only 28 % of Russian speakers spoke Russian exclu-
sively at work, but 32 % spoke mostly Latvian (summing up responses 
“only Latvian” and “mostly Latvian”). With regards to language use on the 
street, the changes over the years are less notable: in 1996, 40 % of Russian 
speakers spoke only Russian, but in 2008, this had reached 31 %. Fifteen 
years ago, 20 % of those who spoke Latvian on the street and when shop-
ping, but in 2008, 26 % spoke mainly Latvian (Figure 5).

Sociolinguist Vineta Poriņa who has studied individual and social bilin-
gualism in Latvia supposes that it is common practice in language situations 
between representatives of Latvian and Russian ethnolinguistic groups to 
switch to use of the Russian language as the leading language choice para-
digm (Poriņa 2009: 81). In the opinion of the author of this article, language 
usage and language choice practices must be analysed in connection with 
singularities of the language environment in Latvia that is determined by 
the ethnic division of residents in regions and major cities.

Examining quantitative data on language usage in relation to the situation 
in the country in general (see Table 4), it is evident that 93–97 % of users 
of Latvian as their native language in both public and private spaces basi-
cally use the Latvian language and comparatively seldom use Russian (for 
example at work 5.9 % use Russian, and in shops and on streets the level 
is 3.8 %). Those who use Russian as their first language are more likely to 
speak two languages, for example, at work 32 % of respondents with Rus-
sian as their first language mostly use Latvian and 66 % of respondents with 
Russian as their first language use Russian; on street and in shops 26 % 
and 71 % use Russian respectively (BISS 2008). Therefore, it could be as-
sumed that in communicative situations where representatives of both groups 
are involved, it is Latvian that dominates in language choice. At the same 
time, it characterises power positions of the Latvian language in the public 
space where the use of language is regulated by institutional and legal norms 
that ensure the Latvian language community status of a dominant group. 
But these data are contrary to a range of sociolinguistic and sociological 
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researches, mainly qualitative ones, the authors of which have concluded 
that in mutual communication between the Latvian and Russian language 
communities switchover to the Russian language is typical (BSZI 2003b; 
Djačkova 2004: 21; Poriņa 2009: 81; Zepa et al. 2005: 30). Explanation of 
this apparent contradiction is found in contextual analysis of language usage 
and choice; in this case, cultural environment and its linguistic aspect are 
particularly important.

The data of the inquiry of Latvian residents (BISS 2008) shows that pre-
dominance of a certain ethnic/ethnolinguistic group determines the predomi-
nant language in language usage space and significantly affects and explains 
typical language choice models. That is, in so called Latvian regions (Kurzeme, 
Vidzeme, Zemgale), especially in public and formal environments, usage of 
the Latvian language is more significantly widespread, and vice versa – in 
regions where the Russian and other (especially Slavic — Ukrainian, Belorus-
sian) ethnic groups predominate (Latgale, also Riga), usage of Russian is more 
popular (see Table 5 and Table 6). The role of linguistic environment in the 
language choice and usage is also stressed by the participants of focus group 
discussions, both in Latvian and Russian speaking groups. 

Our town is simply Russian. When we go to a different town [we notice this], 
because of my profession I have to go to different competitions, performances, 
concerts. Last time we were in Tukums [...]. There everything is in Latvian. 
And there you immediately switch to Latvian, no problem. For us, here, in this 
town Latvian simply is not usable, but the State maybe wishes that everyone 
would start speaking [it?] (2004aRU12).5

I think that Madona is a quite Latvian town and either he [or she] is Latvian or 
Russian you can’t tell it here, [in Madona] Everyone knows and speaks Latvian 
(2003aLV2).

Taking into account these data, the language choice paradigm between 
Latvians and Russian-speaking minorities defined by Poriņa, in the opinion 
of the author of this article, can be mainly related to a Russian language 
environment and not to Latvia in general. In a Latvian language environment 
switch over to the Latvian language is more typical during communication 
between Latvians and Russians. But regardless of this typical communicative 
model where Latvian prevails, it is evident that the Russian ethnolinguistic 
group more often varies between both languages. In general, the author 
supposes that in cases where communication between groups takes place in 
one language, this choice to great extent is determined by the user of the 

 5 Qualitative data examples contain the following information codes: data source that also 
corresponds to the year of data collection (2004a); language of discussion (RU – Russian, 
LV – Latvian); focus group discussion number (fgd) – fgd 12. See Table 7 for the complete 
list of focus group discussions and characteristics of the respondents. 
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language that predominates in the corresponding language environment and 
the context of local language usage.

The sociolinguistic practice of language choice and usage in which a 
speaker of a socially, politically and economically subordinated ethnic group 
cannot make his or her own language choice and is forced to switch to the 
language of the predominating ethnic group that is simultaneously the official 
language of communication; this action is defined as accommodation or ad-
aptation language choice model (Poriņa 2009: 43–44). Extending the definition 
of the adaptation language choice model, the author of this article attributes it 
to situations in which speakers of two languages – Russian and Latvian – switch 
to the predominating language of their environment because the language 
choice of the speaker to a great extent determines the power relations between 
speakers. For example, in a work collective where representatives of the Rus-
sian ethnolinguistic group are in the majority, the Russian language adaptation 
model is more typical, and the same is true for the Latvian ethnolinguistic 
group. From the perspective of language choice, power positions are held by 
representatives of the ethnolinguistic group in the majority. 

Apart from the adaptation language choice model in bilingual societies 
there exists a free language choice model. In accordance with this model, 
speakers of both ethnolinguistic groups are bilingual and everyone has an 
opportunity to choose which language to use while talking to someone from 
the other group. This model is typical for ethnic groups that are character-
ised by a linguistic self-preservation tendency (Giles, Coupland 1991 in 
Poriņa 2009: 43). Adjusting this model to language usage practices in the 
Latvian and Russian language communities, the author of this article has 
defined a synchronous language choice model. In this model, speakers from 
each language community when in mutual communication each use their 
own language and both understand each other. As the qualitative data applied 
in the author’s research testify, this model is as typical as switch over to 
the Russian or Latvian depending on the language environment and the 
predominating language in specific context.

In the next section of this article, the analysis of the language knowledge 
and usage habits, and the language choice models is provided at the level 
of discourse.

Language use: the level of discourse 

Language discourse data
For the purpose of the discourse analysis of language usage, secondary 
qualitative data from focus group discussions of the residents of Latvia is 
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used. The data is sourced from several studies held by the Baltic Institute 
of Social Sciences from 2003 to 2005 on the topics of ethnopolitics and 
society integration, including language policy and its impact on language 
use and relations between Latvian and Russian language communities in 
Latvia.6 In total, discourse analysis is derived from the data of 22 focus 
groups, of which 15 were in Russian and seven were in Latvian, according 
to the respondents’ native language; the total number of participants is 178 
(see Table 7 for a detailed description). The use of secondary data in the 
discourse analysis research is not only permissible as justified by several 
authors and researchers (Fairclough 2006: 227; Howarth 2000: 140, 2005; 
Phillips and Hardy 2002: 70–74) but it is also preferable because in that 
way the researcher with the data-gathering tools of original study does not 
influence the data selection that characterise discourse and does not intervene 
in the formation of the discourse.

Respondent recruitment for the focus group discussions that are used in 
the research was based on criteria that ensure representation of Latvian and 
Russian language communities according to different social demographic 
characteristics – age, gender, native language (Latvian and Russian), occupa-
tion. Group discussions took place both in Riga and in towns in Latvian 
regions with typical Russian or Latvian language environments (accord-
ingly Daugavpils and Madona, Balvi). In the studies7 where the target group 
were pupils from minority schools and their parents, respondent recruitment 
was based on such criteria as respondent gender, represented schools and 
grades. It should be emphasised that pupils from minority schools and their 
parents are one of the policy target groups regarding the minority education 
reform and the policy of bilingual education.

In the study of language discourse, questions on the following areas have 
been analysed: frequency of Latvian and Russian language use in daily life; 
environment of Latvian and Russian language usage; choice of language in 
communication with friends, acquaintances, colleagues, etc. who are not 
Latvian or Russian; situations which require use of Latvian or Russian; 
motivation for learning Latvian; advantages for people who know Latvian/

 6 Opinions of National Minority Pupils and their Parents on the Latvian Language (BSZI 
2003a); Motivation and Expectations of Latvian Society in the Framework of Latvia’s 
Integration into the European Union (BSZI 2003b); Integration of Minority Youth in the 
society of Latvia in the Context of the Education Reform (Zepa et al. 2004a); Ethnic 
Tolerance and Integration of the Latvian Society (Zepa et al. 2004b); Ethnopolitical Tension 
in Latvia: Looking for the Conflict Solution (Zepa et al. 2005).

 7 Opinions of National Minority Pupils and their Parents on the Latvian Language (BSZI 
2003a); Integration of Minority Youth in the society of Latvia in the Context of the 
Education Reform (Zepa et al. 2004a). 
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Russian; emotional attitudes towards the usage of Latvian Russian; attitudes 
towards Latvian as a language of instruction in schools; and experience of 
learning in Latvian. 

Core structures of the language discourse

Since discourse determines and characterises action (according to the theo-
retical view of discourse as social practice), in order to achieve an in-depth 
understanding of language choice models, it is necessary to describe the 
basic structure of language discourse. In this section, the main macrostruc-
tures of language discourse are characterised, that is the most important 
themes and topics (written in italic) used by representatives of both language 
communities. The analysis includes quotations from the focus group discus-
sions, which illustrate a particular discourse topic or subtopic. After each 
quotation, a code denoting the data source is given (see Table 7 for all 
data codes). 

Issues of language status

Recognition of the State language status of Latvian is a popular topic in 
the language discourses of both groups that consequently develops into two 
mutually conflicting subtopics – one of them expresses an explicit nation-
alistic and patriotic line and emphasizes the legal and social supremacy of 
the Latvian language, but the other one is focused on recognising equality 
of the Latvian and Russian languages denying neither the status of the 
Latvian language as the State language nor the significance of the Russian 
language at conditions of social bilingualism. 

I cannot say that the Latvian language is not necessary, it’s certainly necessary, 
and so much because of its need but more so for each person’s self respect, this 
is Latvia [after all]! (2004aRU13)

In everyday life in Daugavpils, I wouldn’t say that there is any serious need for 
the Latvian language, but Daugavpils is a city in Latvia, and so it is necessary 
to learn Latvian and to speak Latvian (2003bRU9)

Imposed Latvian language is a dichotomous subtopic of the topic on the 
recognition of the Latvian language. One the one hand, it is present in both 
the Latvian and Russian language community discourse; on the other hand, 
this subtopic in each of the groups is treated in a radically different way. 
Within the Russian language community, there exists an opinion that the 
strict language policy carried out in the State and control mechanisms of its 
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implementation are focused on imposing the study and usage of Latvian 
which, as participants of discussions reveal, provokes resistance and hinders 
significantly motivation for studying and using the Latvian language. But in 
the discourse of the Latvian language community, one of the quite popular 
positions is that maintaining, learning and using Latvian can be achieved 
only by imposing it on speakers of other languages, especially the Russian 
language community. The Russian language as an element of the language 
discourse, for its part, gains an image of an imposed language in a histori-
cal and political context in relation to the Russification policy carried out 
during Soviet rule, but in general this topic emerges fragmentarily. 

If they would understand that it is useless to resist it, then maybe they would 
start learning Latvian. <...> It should be strictly said from the top that it is 
necessary to learn Latvian, that in the schools the Latvian language will be 
used. <...> It should be strictly imposed. It is necessary to take into account in 
what country you live in (2005LV20).

Along with the topic of imposed Latvian language there exist topics of 
endangered Latvian language and oppressed Russian language that to a 
great extent discursively are being related to language users creating default 
elements of language discourse – an endangered Latvian community and an 
oppressed Russian community. In both topics, the issue of power is evident 
that expresses itself as resistance to efforts to extend the usage space and 
functions of competitive language. In both cases, endangerment or oppres-
sion is only expected from the side of Russian or Latvian and no other 
language, for example, English. Therefore, this points to mutual competition 
between Latvian and Russian. 

Why do we constantly have to make excuses about the fact that Latvian is the 
State language? (2005LV20)

I often feel pain in the society in which I live, because everything happens in 
Russian, and I see an open lack of desire to live in any other way 
(2005LV20).

The Latvian poet Imants Ziedonis fought for the Latvian language as the main 
language during Soviet times, and he succeeded. Now the same thing is 
happening – Russian speakers are fighting on behalf of the Russian language, 
not to overthrow anyone, but to change things just a bit. So far, however, there 
has not been much in the way of results (2004aRU14).

Analysis of the context models of the subject of endangered language 
revealed that its formation is significantly affected and determined by his-
torical power relations and negative social convictions about the Russian 
language community that exist in the society. The way in which repre-
sentatives of the Latvian language community see their potential to protect 
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and strengthen the Latvian language is by taking advantage of positions of 
political power and restricting accessibility of political and social resources 
to non-Latvian speakers, thus implementing a policy of imposing the Latvi-
an language. At the same time, the Latvian language community recognises 
that this approach provokes resistance in social practices of language usage 
from the Russian language community’s side. 

The topic of official status allocation to the Russian language is one of 
the most conflicting language discourse topics. It demonstrates the power 
struggle between Latvian and Russian language communities for status and 
recognition through language competition. Contextual discourse analysis 
reveals that political recognition of the Russian language at the same time 
means recognition of the status of the Russian language community and its 
right for equality within society. 

But the thing is that there really are lots of Russian speaking residents in Latvia, 
they pay their taxes. Why can’t there be two State languages? (2004aRU13)

However, the comments of the representatives of the Latvian language 
community show that recognition of Russian language status is considered 
as a threat not only to the Latvian language, but to the holders of political 
power in general. In the discourse of representatives of the Russian language 
community, this is the dominant position: if the Russian language would get 
the status of an official language, there would be no objections to the Latvi-
an language or to learning and using it. 

In the Latvian language community, the topic of the denial of official 
status for the Russian language is not common. That means, firstly, that the 
Latvian ethnolinguistic group feels institutionally and legally secure regard-
ing its power positions. Secondly, that in its daily social life this group does 
not feel that its language is endangered. Finally, this topic is not common 
in the agenda of the Latvian language community. Furthermore, it is impor-
tant to take into account that among representatives of the Latvian language 
community there is also an alternative social belief that supports the Russian 
language as the second State language. Quantitative data shows that 19 % 
of Latvians (by nationality) have a relatively positive attitude towards this 
issue (Zepa et al. 2005: 35). These attitudes can be found also among sev-
eral focus group participants, for example one of them has said that “<…> 
If there would be a second State language, then maybe relationships would 
get better, at least from the Russian part” (2005LV19). At the same time, 
in this statement there are several signs that indicate the speaker’s aim to 
maintain solidarity with his or her language community as his or her inner 
group: the Russian language is a silent element (it is not named), the re-
spondent avoids actively stating a wish to introduce the Russian language 
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as a second State language the sentence is phrased passively instead (“if 
there were” rather than “there should be” or “Russian should be introduced”), 
apart from the usage of the word “maybe” to refer to a speaker’s doubts, 
thus he or she is creating an argument to excuse his or her belief. 

Language knowledge as a resource

Language knowledge as a resource is a topic that smoothes conflicting lan-
guage discourses and brings together both language communities. But it is 
the context of when it is used that usually it is applied to substantiate alterna-
tive positions and activities although previously convincing support for the 
predominating discourse of the community was expressed. For example, in 
the discourse of the Russian language community, attitude towards the knowl-
edge of several languages as adding to the intellectual wealth of an individ-
ual is typical in situations when, on the one hand, a speaker has negatively 
assessed the strict Latvian language policy or emphasised rights to use Rus-
sian as the native language and, on the other hand, he has to substantiate the 
motives why in the family children are challenged to learn and use the Latvi-
an language in everyday social interaction with Latvians. Similar language 
usage situations are encountered in the Latvian discourse, too, when initially 
a speaker actively substantiates the endangered position of the Latvian lan-
guage but in the continuation of the conversation expresses support for indi-
vidual multilingualism; inter alia knowledge of the Russian language. These 
examples illustrate asymmetric argumentation that exists in the topic of lan-
guage competition that shows how in the usage of the topic of language 
knowledge resources moulding and maintaining positive self-presentation of 
inner group takes place. The author supposes that it is applied, firstly, to 
extenuate negative attitudes towards the competitive language, secondly, to 
smooth contradiction to the speaker’s previously expressed social conviction 
about necessity of protecting his or her language. 

The topic of a language knowledge resource is developed most broadly 
in relation to the characterisation of the instrumental motivation for language 
acquisition, namely, recognising the significance of language in guaranteeing 
accessibility to other social, political and economic resources. In the statements 
given by the respondents, the proficiency of language (without specifying 
Latvian, Russian, English or another language) is characterised as a condition 
for being able to participate in the distribution of the resources of society – for 
example, to get a job, citizenship, to participate in local and State elections, 
get a position in public administration or influence politics. 
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Why should I? I am a Russian woman; I am going to speak in my native 
language. Why do I need the Latvian language? I have no intention of learning 
it. I learned it so that I could get a job. That’s it; I have no other need for the 
Latvian language (2003bRU3).

Representatives of the Latvian language community recognise the neces-
sity to study and speak Russian because it provides the opportunity to access 
economic resources, for example, to get a job of higher status and/or salary. 
It is also confirmed by the opinions of participants of the discussion that 
deterioration of knowledge of the Russian language is a problem in the 
Latvian ethnolinguistic group because social experience shows that lack of 
knowledge of this language affects the competitiveness of an individual in 
labour market negatively. It should be added that discursively individual 
competitiveness is integral to that of the whole group, thus expressing anx-
iety about a decrease of competitiveness of Latvians when compared with 
the Russian ethnolinguistic group.

I do like Russian and I try to speak Russian as often as possible. I try to have 
a chat with someone in Russian or me and my friend, we used to speak Russian 
just for fun although we are Latvians (2004bLV16).

I ask why your Gints [Latvian name] needs Russian. It is necessary for everyone 
to know Latvian. She says, no, when you apply for work, they ask for Latvian, 
Russian and English. So that’s that! (2003bRU4).

Power and resistance

In the discourse of the Russian language community, the topic of Latvian 
language knowledge is closely related to the topic of restrictions that ex-
presses itself as the formation of negative attitudes of users of Russian as 
their first language towards the Latvian language that often demonstrates 
itself consequently as negative attitudes towards the Latvian ethnolinguistic 
group. Firstly, participants of the discussions speak about obstacles for non-
Latvian speakers in the labour market created by Latvian language policy. 
Secondly, non-Latvian speakers experience significant restrictions such as 
difficulties in obtaining citizenship of Latvia. Participants in the discussions 
from the Russian language community, in their expressions, underline a close 
link between the Latvian language and citizenship. In the discourse of both 
language communities, various interpretations of restrictions created by lan-
guage policy are found. In accordance with one of them, restrictions that 
prohibit free access to economic and political resources indicate oppression 
of the Russian language community and negligence of its rights. 
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Why should I, as a non-citizen, well, in fact I am a citizen, pay the same taxes 
as citizens but not be allowed to choose the language in which I study? 
(2004aRU14).

The analysis of macrostructures of the language discourse as a part of 
ethnopolitical metadiscourse revealed that the core structure of it is formed by 
the power discourse and the resistance discourse, derived from two distinct 
and, to a great extent, conflicting ethnopolitical ideologies.8 The dominant 
discourse of the Latvian language community derives from the position of 
State language policymakers on the Latvian language as a unifying element of 
society, where it is also the condition for accessing the main social resources, 
such as education, citizenship and political participation, and it can be defined 
as power discourse. However, the dominating discourse of the Russian language 
community to a great extent conforms to the position on language issues of 
political opposition that tend to broaden the sociolinguistic functions of the 
Russian language in society, but in more a radical form – support for the in-
troduction of the Russian language as the official language in Latvia.

In accordance with van Dijk, conflict emerges when power meets resist-
ance (van Dijk 1992: 96). According to the language discourse elements iden-
tified, discourse topics form discourse types. A part of discourse types are 
conflicting, as their nodal points have different meanings. Examples of con-
flicting discourse types are imposed Latvian language, official recognition of 
Russian language, endangered Latvian language and oppressed Russian lan-
guage. These conflicting discourse types that are incorporated in the broader 
structure of power and resistance discourse reflect Latvian and Russian lan-
guage conflict that in a way projects also onto Latvian and Russian language 
communities. At the same time, it is important to stress that there are also 
uniting discourse types. Their central elements have the same meaning in the 
discourse of both Latvian and Russian language communities (accordingly, 
in the field of power and resistance discourse), for example, the status of State 
language and knowledge of language as a resource. These discourse types 
prevent the development of discursive conflict and promote the formation of 
positive power relations that tend to promote solidarity and unity. 

 Language choice models and power relations 

In her research, the author has studied in great detail what and how repre-
sentatives of the Latvian and Russian language communities talk about the 

8 The concept of ideology is defined within the framework of van Dijk’s theory, namely, 
ideologies exist, firstly, as sets of beliefs; secondly, ideologies are social because they are 
linked to interests and conflicts of social groups; and finally, ideologies are expressed in 
discourses (van Dijk 2000a).



61

LaNGUaGE CHOICE aND USaGE IN SOCIaL INTEraCTION IN LaTVIa: DISCOUrSE aND PraCTICE

language choice models (see section Language usage habits). Analysing the 
topic of language choice within the general framework of language discourse, 
it is evident that it is a way to express one’s attitude towards speakers of 
the other group and mould mutual power relations. The analysis of the 
qualitative data confirms that in language usage and language choice, both 
linguistic environment, that is the predominating language in a specific so-
cial environment and formal or informal and public or private environments 
are of importance.

As results of the focus group discussions and opinions of other research-
ers (see for example Druviete 2001) show, in a public formal environment, 
especially in State and municipality institutions, the Latvian language adap-
tation model is typical when switchover to the Latvian language mainly 
takes place. In these cases, power relations between the Latvian and Russian 
language communities are institutionally determined allocating power posi-
tions to the Latvian language regardless of the linguistic environment. A 
retelling of language usage cases reveals that it is in the public formal en-
vironment where representatives of the Russian language community have 
encountered micro conflict situations. In these situations, users of the Latvi-
an language have insisted on the usage of Latvian as the State language 
thus creating an imposed Latvian language situation in social reality. In these 
stories, distinction between inner and external groups is expressed. 

In document processing everything relates to the Latvian language. When you 
don’t understand something, you go and ask, if there is a word that you don’t 
know how to write, you ask for a translation, and your request is met with such 
anger (2003bRU4).

I had to write an application, I asked for an explanation of how to write it. No, 
I was told, it is your business, you need money, you write yourself 
(2003bRU5).

In a language environment where language usage is not determined by 
the State Language Law (passed on 9 December 1999) and where the Rus-
sian language predominates, the Russian language adaptation model is more 
typical. Although switch over to the Russian language contradicts the 
strengthening of positions of the Latvian language, users of Latvian as their 
first language are secure in using Russian in everyday communication because 
their language positions are institutionally and legally fixed. 

I don’t speak Latvian, and that is difficult, but the fact is that everyone keeps 
speaking Russian. I have many Latvian friends, and they all start speaking 
Russian [when they talk to me] (2004aRU11).

Marina did not confess, but I know that it happens, I know! I have experienced 
it hundreds of times. When she described these beautiful language relations, it’s 
nothing like that! Both speakers switch to Russian (2003bRU3).
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If someone starts to speak to me in Russian, I often know that he speaks 
Latvian, but anyway I continue to speak with him in Russian (2003aLV1).

Along with defending the Latvian language at the level of Latvian dis-
course, in social actions, Russian language usage is recognised. This is one 
of the examples where a gap between discourse and action is evident. Si-
multaneously, as the experiences revealed by residents in the focus group 
discussions show, this kind of action is a way to avoid possible conflict 
created by insisting on the usage of Latvian.

The actions of speakers of Russian as their first language when choosing 
the Russian language, for their part, have several motives: firstly, the long-
term ruling position of Russian in the language hierarchy that determined 
and strengthened the usage of Russian in communication between groups; 
secondly, the switch over to Russian is an opportunity to extend the space 
of the usage of his or her own language; thirdly, it is a solution for a com-
municative situation in cases when a speaker has insufficient knowledge of 
the Latvian language or there exists a psychological and emotional barrier 
towards the usage of Latvian. 

It is better to speak Latvian with mistakes and in that way get experience, but 
you go out on the street and there someone says to you – you are Russian, you 
are this and that, you don’t understand anything. After that you can’t say a 
word. You become ashamed of your [Latvian] language (2003bRU8).

With Latvian friends, we speak in Russian, because they all speak good Russian. 
In public transport there is no need for the Latvian language. Of course there 
are cases when a person is offended after you say something in Russian to him 
or her, but most of the people don’t raise any complaints (2004aRU14).

From the perspective of power relations, perception in both groups on 
the motives for the Russian language adaptation model and its implementa-
tion is important. In accordance with one of the interpretations that is present 
in both the Russian and Latvian language community discourses, this mod-
el is a way of confirming the supremacy of Latvians as the power group 
that moulds the foundation for the discursive conflict. It is typical for rep-
resentatives of the Latvian language community to emphasise their suprem-
acy in the sphere of language knowledge thus maintaining their positive 
self-presentation and simultaneously allowing them to speaking negatively 
about the poor knowledge of the Latvian language of Russian speakers.

In my time, I was proud that during the period of changes that I learned Russian, 
that I could pass exams in Russian at the Polytechnic Institute of Leningrad. And 
I also tried to speak Russian since it was a foreign language for me. And I am very 
proud that I learned it quickly. But now to speak Russian, to abase myself, I don’t 
know <...> Among the Russians, with whom I have daily contact and work-related 
business, I know which of them don’t speak a word in Latvian. Well, let’s not say 
–a word, but they don’t know how to speak it for sure (2004bLV16).
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<...> if he speaks to me in Russian and he doesn’t speak the Latvian language, 
OK – I speak the Russian language. If a person speaks in some other language 
that I know, OK, I’ll speak with him in that language (2004bLV17).

An accountant [Latvian woman] directly said to me [Russian woman] on Friday: 
“Why would I correct you? It is better to speak with you in Russian; I am tired 
of your broken Latvian language.” At that’s all. So my noble aims have come 
to an end at the moment (2003bRU5).

Interpretation by representatives of the Russian language community that 
is based on a strategy of positive self-representation, too, reveals the positive 
intentions of the speakers as well as their desire to speak Latvian that is 
suppressed by the negative attitude of a Latvian speaker who switches to 
Russian. This switch over if accompanied by a negative emotional attitude 
or behaviour in perception of a Russian language user is a kind of action 
applied by Latvians as the power group to express their supremacy. Apart 
from the switch over to Russian in situations where a user of the Russian 
language has expressed a readiness to use Latvian and these efforts have 
subsequently been suppressed by a Latvian language speaker, provoke deep 
negative emotions – resentment, anger, despair. 

This Latvian attitude towards speaking in Latvian puts me at a deadlock. <...> 
Latvians justify their switch over to Russian [by saying it is] habit, politeness, 
convenient, “it is easier for me”, “I want to be understood ... I don’t want to 
wait until they [get it right]”, “I don’t want them to learn, in that way I feel my 
supremacy”. And I watch [them] when in a conversation with me a switch over 
to Russian happens and wonder “what actually encourages him to speak with 
me only in Russian? (2003bRU3).

Other interpretations of perception of the Russian language adaptation 
model exist. With regards to the Latvian language community, they reveal 
inner conflict regarding this issue. On the one hand, a conviction regarding 
the significance of the recognition of Latvian predominates and it is moulded 
and strengthened by its usage in the interaction between groups. On the oth-
er hand, Latvians recognise their choices with regard to Russian when speak-
ing to Russian language speakers. These choices are justified by emphasizing 
the importance of Russian in the intergroup communication in Latvia. 

Mixed language. <...> If I am addressed in Latvian, then [I speak] Latvian. If 
in Russian, then at the beginning I try Russian of course, but then switch bit by 
bit. If I feel that he can’t speak any Latvian, then I speak in Russian, but if he 
knows something, then it is necessary to try to speak in Latvian with him 
(2004cLV20).

Respondents explain their choice in using the Russian language by func-
tional efficiency and rational and pragmatic motives that strengthen positive 
self-presentation and supremacy in power relations, and other motives of the 
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same importance are the expression of a well-disposed attitude towards Rus-
sian language users and a desire not to lose Russian language knowledge. The 
motivation for the maintenance of Russian language skills shows that the 
Latvian ethnolinguistic group recognises the role of both the Latvian and Rus-
sian languages as a power resource as well as a guarantee of power positions. 
In the conditions of the implementation of the State language policy when the 
space and functions of Russian language usage are reduced, in the Latvian 
group, desire to maintain Russian language knowledge is evident along with 
the desire not to lose their positions in the common field of language and cor-
respondingly in the competition between language communities. 

Today one lady confessed to me: “I switch to Russian because I don’t want to 
lose that level of Russian language knowledge that I have”. <...> Latvians also 
have a wish to learn (2003bRU3).

The interpretation of the Russian language adaptation model in the dis-
course of the Russian ethnolinguistic group manifests itself through two 
topics: self-sufficient Russian language and Russian as a language of inter-
national communication. Fundamentals of the latter topic are deep and com-
plex because they are built on the Russian language adaptation model root-
ed during the years of Soviet rule; it has strengthened its positions as social 
conviction in both language communities and remained as ideological and 
social conviction in a part of the Russian language community and as non-
recognised and denied conviction that still determines actions of language 
usage also in a part of the Latvian language community. Still high indicators 
of Russian language usage as well as results of focus group discussions 
show that the Russian language has broad sociolinguistic functions. 

I mostly get to speak in Russian. <...> somehow Latvians have this complex 
that with Russians it is necessary to speak in Russian. I don’t know if this is 
historically, but I have noticed this. If there are some three sentences in Latvian, 
then that a Russian person has not understood something and then they switch 
to Russian (2005LV19).

The Russian language is an international language – everyone understands it! I 
meet with the Swedes, with the British. Many of them don’t understand Latvian, 
but they understand Russian. Everyone switches to Russian (2005RU21).

In the informal environment, both public (for example, on the street) and 
private (for example, at a home party), a synchronous language choice 
model is typical (each language speaker speaks his first language). In such 
situations, social interactions between both language communities are main-
ly positive and strengthen the idea of equal relationships between communi-
ties that to a great extent correspond with widely spread opinions on the 
positive relationships between Latvian and Russian ethnolinguistic groups 
at the level of everyday life. 
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There are situations when Russians speak Russian and Latvians speak Latvian. 
And they understand each other perfectly. No problem! (2004aRU10).

I also follow the principle. If she doesn’t want to speak in Russian with me, but 
I understand what she’s saying in Latvian then I speak with her in Russian, she 
with me in Latvian. And we understood each other. Why should we create 
conflicts? (2005RU22).

I think that people should speak in a way they feel more comfortable. I have to 
deal with people at my work. If it is easier for a person to speak with me in 
Russian, I will speak with him in Russian, if he wishes to speak with me in 
Latvian, I will speak with him in Latvian. If he wishes to speak with me in 
Russian, why shouldn’t I speak?! (2004bLV16).

The qualitative analysis of language choice models allows the presump-
tion to be raised that there is a certain link between language choice mod-
els and power relations of language communities. In cases of the synchronous 
language choice model, open conflict situations between representatives of 
the Russian and Latvian language communities are not observed. 

It cannot be unequivocally declared that the adaptation model in which 
one of languages and correspondingly its user gain prevalence ensures au-
tomatically a conflict situation. It is so in some cases when a speaker is 
forced to use the language of the other group contrary to his conviction 
because otherwise a solution in the communicative situation is impossible. 
In other cases, switch over to the language of a representative of the other 
language community can be perceived differently – as confirmation of respect 
and a favourable attitude that promotes positive and equal relations between 
representatives of Latvian and Russian language communities. Therefore 
perception of the adaptation model is very important – it can be both neg-
ative and positive. In cases of negative perception, language choice is close-
ly related to the topics of imposed or endangered Latvian language and 
self-sufficient Russian language or language of international communication 
that reflect totalities of the social convictions of the conflicting speakers on 
language usage in the interaction between the groups. Assuming that the 
above-mentioned topics of language discourse form predominating types 
governing the discourses of the Latvian and Russian language communities, 
it is evident how in language choice, conflicting discourses construct pow-
er relations between both communities that manifest themselves in micro-
conflict situations in social practice. Cases of positive perception of the 
adaptation model, for their part, indicate alternative social convictions and 
correspondingly alternative types of discourses for each community that, by 
smoothing discursive language conflict, is one of the factors that decreases 
the possibility of its transformation into a form of social conflict. 

It can be concluded that language choice can initiate conflict in situations 
in which it takes place contrary to social convictions of one or both language 
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users on language usage in a specific situation and in which the language of 
communication between groups is imposed because of various reasons – in-
sufficient language knowledge, institutional context, psychological or emo-
tional factors. If language choice is free and none of speakers feel the impo-
sition of the other language, regardless of the language choice model, the 
individuals involved in the social interaction mould positive relations that are 
free of expressions of mutual power. 

Conclusions

Language choice models in daily social interaction between representatives 
of Latvian and Russian language communities characterise the usage of 
language at the level of action and allow comparing discourse with practice. 
The practice in this research is analysed using both quantitative data from 
surveys and qualitative data – social interaction micro situations retold by 
participants of focus group discussions. As a result of the analysis of lan-
guage discourse, it is possible to conclude that social beliefs, reflected in 
the language discourse on the status of the Latvian or Russian languages 
and accordingly on the language choice in group interaction, not always 
correspond with practice. Although, at the level of discourse, it is possible 
to observe conflicting structures of language discourse or conflicting language 
discourse types, as this research shows that the practice of language usage 
is rather often directed towards avoiding conflict. That is confirmed by the 
dominance of the Latvian/Russian adaptation language choice model.

The competition between the Latvian and Russian languages for their 
status, sociolinguistic functions and the environment of language usage is 
the reason for discursive conflict between Latvian and Russian language 
communities, which manifests itself in the form of discursive practice. In 
the form of social practice, it can be seen in specific situations of micro 
conflict, when the subjects involved from the different language communities 
conflict on the language, which should be used in interaction. 

The discursive conflict between the Latvian and Russian language com-
munities in the field of language usage is characterised, firstly, by the conflict-
ing language discourse types, for example, imposed Latvian language, official 
recognition of the Russian language, endangered Latvian language and op-
pressed Russian language that as the dominating discourse types of any com-
munity incorporate themselves in the larger ethnopolitical metadiscourse 
structures – in the fields of power and resistance discourse. As analysis of the 
language discourse structure showed, in any language community, the central 
elements of the conflicting discourse types have different mutually exclusive 
meanings. Secondly, language community discursive conflict is characterised 
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by the fact that subjects which are involved in this conflict are not social 
groups as physically fixed entities with clear boundaries but discursive groups 
(more than two) as the bearers of different discourses. These groups are mixed 
in terms of the language and ethnic identity variables. The identity of social 
groups is determined by their positioning within shifting discourses. Numer-
ous discourses emerge, exist, alternate and change in the language discourse 
field, and that determines the fact that there are many discursive groups. 

It is important to stress that according to discourse theory, discursive con-
flict can also be evaluated as a social conflict in the form of an action. Despite 
this position, the author thinks that in the case of language conflict in Latvia, 
it is justifiable to separate discursive and social practice. There are several 
factors that prevent the development of discursive conflict into a larger social 
conflict between language communities. Firstly, it is a previously mentioned 
phenomenon of discursive groups. Secondly, apart from conflicting discourse 
types there are also uniting discourse types that promote positive relationships 
between both language communities. In the case of uniting discourse types, 
the meanings of their central elements conform to the dominating discourse 
types of both language communities, for example, knowledge of the Latvian 
or Russian language as a resource. Thirdly, it is very important that dominat-
ing discourse types in any language community do not exhaust the entire 
discursive field, where alternative discourses exist as well. Alternative discourse 
types do not allow a strict border to develop between discourses of language 
communities and prevent development of conflicting relationships in the form 
of social action at the level of language communities as social groups. Finally, 
transformations of discursive conflict in the form of a larger social conflict are 
prevented by the dispersed object of the conflict. This dispersion is confirmed 
by the discourse types of the endangered Latvian language and the oppressed 
Russian language, aimed at solidifying the power positions of each language 
and correspondingly each community. In other words, the dispersion is char-
acterised by the fact that the groups involved in the discursive conflict struggle 
for different goals – for recognition and defence of the Latvian or Russian 
languages, that is the legal status of language, a wide range of sociolinguistic 
functions, an extensive use in public and private spaces, etc. 

In the broader context of the study of social group power relations, the 
example of the analysis of language choice and usage in Latvia illustrates how 
a new form of conflict is developing in post-modern society; it is a conflict in 
language that also determines the methods for its study. The use of discourse 
analysis in the study of language choice and usage enables not only a deeper 
analysis of discourses but also through these discourses an exploration of 
power relations between language communities, an understanding of how dis-
cursive practices of these communities are reflected in social practice and vice 
versa - how social practice is introduced in their discursive strategies.
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Tables and figures

Table 1. Nationality (ethnicity) and native language of the population of Latvia (%)
Nationality

2009*
Native language 

2008**
Native language

2000***
Latvians 59.3 Latvian 59.0 Latvian 58.2
Russians 27.8 Russian 35.2 Russian 37.5
Other ethnic groups 12.9 Other 5.7 Other 4.3

Sources: * CSB (2009); ** BISS 2008, n=2002; *** CSB, Latvian Population Census data 
(2000).

 

Table 2. Division of the population of Latvia by nationality (ethnicity) and native 
language in 2000 (%)

Nationality

Native language
Latvian as 

native language
Russian as 

native language
Other native 

language
Native language 
corresponding 
to nationality

Latvians 95.7 3.5 0.8 -
Russians 4.4 94.5 1.0 -
Other ethnic groups* 13.5 58.8 3.0 24.7

Source: CSB, Latvian Population Census data (2000).
* Byelorussians, Ukrainians, Poles, Lithuanians, Jewish, Roma, Germans, Tatars, Estonians 
and other ethnic groups

Table 3.1. Knowledge of the Latvian language (Russians, %)
Level of Latvian knowledge 1996 2008
Highest level 9.0 26.0
Intermediate level 27.0 31.0
Lowest level 44.0 36.0
Do not know any Latvian at all 22.0 7.0

Sources: Baltijas Datu nams 1996 (Russians, n = 396), BISS 2008 (Russians, n = 456).

Table 3.2. Knowledge of the Russian language (Latvians, %)
Level of Russian knowledge 1996 2008
Highest level 49.0 37.0
Intermediate level 35.0 32.0
Lowest level 11.0 26.0
Do not know any Latvian at all 5.0 5.0

 Sources: Baltijas Datu nams 1996 (Latvians, n = 662), BISS 2008 (Latvians, n = 1,425).
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Table 4. Usage of the Latvian and Russian languages (%)

Environment
Private language use environment Public language use environment

At home With friends At work 
(employees, n = 972)

On the street, 
in shop 

Language Latvian Russian Latvian Russian Latvian Russian Latvian Russian
Latvians 97.2 2.6 95.5 4.4 93.2 5.9 96.0 3.8
Russians 7.2 86.0 15.2 81.7 31.9 66.4 25.7 71.3

Source: BISS 2008.
Comments: Weighted data, percentage of the respondents whose native language is Latvian 
(n = 1,396) and of the respondents whose native language is Russian (n = 545). The groups 
“Latvians” and “Russians” are defined in accordance to their native language. Answers 
“Mainly or only Latvian/mainly or only Russian” are summed up. Answer “mainly some 
other language” is not reflected.

Table 5. Usage of the Latvian and Russian languages in regions – residents with 
Latvian as their native language (%)

Environment
Private language use environment Public language use environment

At home With friends At work 
(employees, n = 972)

On the street, 
in shop 

Language/
Region Latvian Russian Latvian Russian Latvian Russian Latvian Russian

Riga 97.2 2.7 94.4 5.6 92.8 5.7 95.9 4.1
Vidzeme 99.2 0.6 99.8 0.2 96.4 2.8 100.0 0.0
Kurzeme 98.7 1.2 98.0 2.0 93.2 6.8 98.8 1.2
Zemgale 95.7 3.9 96.7 2.9 97.0 2.6 97.6 2.2
Latgale 91.8 7.1 80.9 19.1 80.0 18.3 77.7 22.3

Source: BISS 2008.
Comments: Weighted data, % of the respondents whose native language is Latvian (n=1396). 
Answers “Mainly or only Latvian/mainly or only Russian” are summed up. Answer “mainly 
some other language” is not reflected.

Table 6. Usage of the Latvian and Russian languages in regions – residents with 
Russian as their native language (%)

Environment
Private language use environment Public language use environment

At home With friends At work 
(employees, n = 377)

On the street, 
in shop 

Language/
Region Latvian Russian Latvian Russian Latvian Russian Latvian Russian

Riga 6.6 93.4 14.7 85.3 29.8 69.7 26.3 73.7
Vidzeme 15.7 63.2 21.7 64.6 34.7 59.3 31.6 54.8
Kurzeme 21.1 75.0 26.1 69.9 22.0 78.0 45.6 50.4
Zemgale 8.2 91.8 16.0 84.0 54.5 45.5 45.0 55.0
Latgale 5.7 93.8 8.5 91.5 26.1 73.1 8.1 91.9

Source: BISS 2008.
Comments: Weighted data, percentage of the respondents whose native language is Russian 
(n = 545). Answers “Mainly or only Latvian/mainly or only Russian” are summed up. Ans-
wer “mainly some other language” is not reflected.
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Table 7. Characteristics of participants of focus group discussions 
Code 

of data 
source

Nr. Place of 
discussion

Target group Gender 
and number 

Age 
(years)

Language

2003a 1 Riga Latvian language community 
(residents of Latvia) W – 5/M – 3 16 – 27 LV

2003a 2 Madona Latvian language community 
(residents of Latvia) W – 3/M – 5 16 – 30 LV

2003b 3 Riga
Russian language community 
(parents of pupils from grades 
2–4, 8–9)

W – 6/M – 1 29 – 39 RU

2003b 4 Riga
Russian language community 
(parents of pupils from grades 
2–4, 8–9)

W – 6/M – 2 38 – 54 RU

2003b 5 Daugavpils
Russian language community 
(parents of pupils from grades 
2–4, 8–9)

W – 9/M – 0 33 – 57 RU

2003b 6 Daugavpils
Russian language community 
(parents of pupils from grades 
2–4, 8–9)

W – 9/M – 0 38 – 55 RU

2003b 7 Riga Russian language community 
(pupils from grades 10–12) W – 5/M – 4 16 – 18 RU

2003b 8 Riga Russian language community 
(pupils from grades 10–12) W – 4/M – 4 16 – 18 RU

2003b 9 Daugavpils Russian language community 
(pupils from grades 10–12) W – 4/M – 5 16 – 18 RU

2004a 10 Riga
Russian language community 
(parents of pupils from grades 
9–12)

W– 6/M – 4 40 – 60 RU

2004a 11 Riga
Russian language community 
(parents of pupils from grades 
9–12)

W – 5/M – 0 41 – 53 RU

2004a 12 Daugavpils
Russian language community 
(parents of pupils from grades 
9–12)

W – 7/M – 1 36 – 48 RU

2004a 13 Riga Russian language community 
(pupils from grades 10–12) W – 4/M – 5 16 – 18 RU

2004a 14 Riga Russian language community 
(pupils from grades 10–12) W – 3/M – 4 17 – 19 RU

2004a 15 Daugavpils Russian language community 
(pupils from grades 10–12) W – 4/M – 4 16 – 18 RU

2004b 16 Riga Latvian language community 
(residents) W – 3/M – 4 20 – 38 LV

2004b 17 Riga Latvian language community 
(residents of Latvia) W – 2/M – 6 45 – 73 LV

2004b 18 Balvi Latvian language community 
(residents of Latvia) W – 6/M – 5 21 – 67 LV

2005 19 Riga Latvian language community 
(residents of Latvia) W – 4/M – 4 18 – 28 LV

2005 20 Riga Latvian language community 
(residents of Latvia) W – 3/M – 4 32 – 62 LV

2005 21 Riga Russian language community 
(residents of Latvia) W – 3/M – 4 21 – 28 RU

2005 22 Riga Russian language community 
(residents of Latvia) W – 4/M – 4 35 – 69 RU

Comments: the code of data source also contains the year of data collection; W – women,  
M – men, LV – Latvian, RU – Russian.
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E T N I Š K U m O  S T U D I J O S  2 0 1 1 / 1 - 2
E T H N I C I T Y  S T U D I E S  2 0 1 1 / 1 - 2

Figure 1 In your opinion, how important it is for the residents of Latvia to have a 
good knowledge of Latvian? (division by ethnicity,%) 

Source: BISS 2008, in 2008 n = 2,002, Latvians, n = 1,425, Russians, n = 456; Others,                
n = 121. 
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Figure 2 In your opinion, how important it is for the residents of Latvia to have a 
good knowledge of Russian? (division by ethnicity, %)

Source: BISS 2008, in 2008 n = 2,002, Latvians, n = 1,425, Russians, n = 456; Others,              
n = 121.   
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E T N I Š K U m O  S T U D I J O S  2 0 1 1 / 1 - 2
E T H N I C I T Y  S T U D I E S  2 0 1 1 / 1 - 2

Figure 3 How would you evaluate your knowledge of Latvian? (division by age 
groups, %) 

Source: BISS 2008, respondents whose native language is not Latvian, n = 603 (in 2008). 
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Figure 4 How would you evaluate your knowledge of Russian? (%)

Source: BISS 2008, respondents whose first language is Latvian, n = 1,390 (in 2008). 
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E T N I Š K U m O  S T U D I J O S  2 0 1 1 / 1 - 2
E T H N I C I T Y  S T U D I E S  2 0 1 1 / 1 - 2

Figure 5 What language do you speak? 

Source: BISS 2008, respondents whose native language is Russian, n = 545 (in 2008). 
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Kalbos pasirinkimas ir vartojimas kasdieniame bendravime 
Latvijoje: diskursas ir praktika

Evija Kļave
Baltijos socialinių mokslų institutas, ryga, Latvija

S a n t r a u k a :  Autorė straipsnyje analizuoja kiekybinių ir kokybinių tyrimų duomenis, 
siekdama atskleisti kasdienio latvių ir rusų kalbų vartojimo privačioje ir viešoje erdvėse pasi-
rinkimo modelius. Autorė analizuoja latvių ir rusų kalbų vartojimo praktikas, remdamasi kalbos 
vartojimo monitoringo studijomis, kurios buvo atliekamos nuo 1996 iki 2008 m. Straipsnyje taip 
pat analizuojami kokybiniai duomenys iš fokus grupių interviu, atliktų 2003–2005 m. Tyrimo 
metu buvo atskleista, jog rusų ir latvių kalbinėse bendruomenėse egzistuoja skirtingi ir netgi 
vienas kitam prieštaraujantys kalbos diskursai. Diskurso teorijos autoriai teigia, kad konfliktuo-
jančių kalbos diskursų egzistavimas gali vesti gilesnio socialinio politinio konflikto link. Dviejų 
kalbinių grupių diskursinis konfliktas yra dalis etnopolitinio metadiskurso ir atspindi galios san-
tykių formą etnopolitikoje, kuri yra paremta stipria valstybinės kalbos politika. Tačiau tyrimas 
parodo, jog diskursinis latvių ir rusų kalbų bendruomenių konfliktas veikiausiai neperaugs į so-
cialinį konfliktą, išreikštą tam tikru veiksmu.

P a g r i n d i n i a i  ž o d ž i a i :  kalbos vartojimas, diskursas, konfliktas, diskurso 
analizė. 


