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uropean nation-states often see
E monolingualism as the norm. A
single language, often argued to
be the very core of their national iden-

tity, should be dominant and spoken by
everyone.!

It is the case of Latvia which, since its
renewed independence in 1991, has es-
tablished Latvian as the sole official
language of Latvia through its constitu-
tion and in a series of language laws,
notably regarding education and di-
verse language requirements for em-
ployment.2 Latvia is an interesting case
when looking at questions of majority
and minority languages, as two main
languages coexist: Latvian, which is
spoken almost exclusively on this territ-
ory, and Russian, historically dominant
but the knowledge of the language is
declining, and one can hardly argue
that it is a threatened language.

While the territory of Latvia had always
been linguistically diverse, the Latvian
language and other minority languages
lost of their importance to the profit of
Russian as it was incorporated into the

USSR, notably due to war losses, mass
deportation and Russian-speaking im-
migration from other republics of the
Soviet Union, followed by efforts to
“russifiy” the country. As a result,
Latvia was left with a large Russian-
speaking population, a term encom-
passing a group far from being uniform
and made up of different origins, in-
cluding immigrant groups whose nat-
ive language was not originally Rus-
sian, including Ukrainians. In 1989,
42% of the country’s population spoke
Russian as a mother tongue and 37%
today.3

rom its independence onwards,
F Latvia was under international

scrutiny throughout its demo-
cratization process.* Indeed, the ques-
tion of minorities — espcially in the light
of its citizenship law rendering 30% of
the population stateless> - attracted at-
tention from both Russia and the West.
To this day, no ethnic conflict has taken
place in Latvia, and while the linguistic
domains of Russian have been reduced,
a significant part of the population
speaks the language as their mother
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tongue, especially in the capital, Riga,
and the eastern parts of the country, not-
ably Latgale.°

Latvia provided significant military

support and welcomed a large num-
ber of refugees. The numbers might
seem limited in absolute amount com-
pared to countries like Poland, but I es-
timate that Ukrainian refugees could
represent up to 2.4% of Latvia’s popula-
tion at the moment (based on the latest
UNHCR figures).” Owing to Ukraine’s
(and Latvia’s) widespread knowledge of
Russian,® Ukrainian refugees in Latvia
mostly use Russian to communicate in
the country.

In 2022, Russia invaded Ukraine.

This creates a somewhat paradoxical
situation: Latvia is a staunch supporter
of Ukraine and recent research points
towards an overall positive perception
of Ukrainian refugees®, but the in-
creased use of Russian in the country
might undermine three decades of lan-
guage policy efforts aiming at reducing
the place of Russian. In parallel, the atti-
tude towards the Russian language is in-
creasingly negative and associated with
authoritarianism, imperialism and war.
For my master’s thesis, and in an effort

to un-

derstand

the situation

better, I dove into this

question and conducted inter-

views with representatives of a wide
variety of stakeholders: NGOs, think
tanks, researchers and different Latvian
ministries.

I observed a significant discrepancy
between discourses about languages
and practices. Indeed, Russian is widely
used between Latvians and Ukrainians,
as confirmed by many representatives of
NGOs who report almost exclusively
relying on Russian. Regardless, the
Latvian state usually avoids mentioning
Russian or shows an attempt to reduce
its use. As such, there is officially no
intent to leverage the knowledge of
Russian in providing assistance and
helping the integration of Ukrainians.
In addition, most people I talked to had
a very negative perception of Russian,
and emphasized the importance of
learning Latvian for Ukrainian refugees.

krainians are perceived
| l radically differently than other
refugee groups'?, and their use
of Russian is usually widely understood
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as opposed to

other Russian-

speakers in Latvia.

There is a widely shared sense

of empathy for Ukrainians, which risks

fading in the upcoming years if

Ukrainians are not perceived as making

“efforts” to learn the language sufficiently

— and are seen as relying on Russian too

much, or not showing the “respect” for the

nation that some would like to see. I

suggest however not to overestimate the

impact of Ukrainian refugees on the use of

Russian in Latvia, as there is very little

interaction  between Latvians and
Ukrainians.

While the Russian language provided op-
portunities for social inclusion for many
Ukrainians, it increasingly became a sym-
bol of Putin’s aggression - and more
widely Russian imperialism. Minority lan-
guage questions in Latvia are complex,
and languages are symbolically charged. It
is difficult to resolve the tension between
the need to accommodate minorities in a
multicultural approach while taking into
account the perception of Russian and the
threat caused by Russia, as well as the
need to historicise the current situation.
That being said, the arrival of Ukrainian

refugees has created an increasingly multi-
lingual environment in Latvia.

olicy aiming to accommodate
P minority languages in Latvia would

also benefit Ukrainians and the
preservation of their language(s). In
addition, Latvia's declining population
makes immigration one of the few viable
ways to reverse its declining population
number, emphasizing the importance of
inclusive language policies. That would
certainly require moving beyond official
monolingualism and embracing more
multilingual practices, allowing minority
languages to flourish. The question from
there is, how do we make languages
coexist and allow both Latvian and other
languages to prosper?
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