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D ear readers,

As we step into the 
Spring of 2025, we eagerly 
anticipate the fresh opportun-

ities and challenges that lie 
ahead. With this sense of re-

newal, we are delighted to an-
nounce the theme of Change for 
the fĳirst edition of Gazeta in the 

2025 cycle.

This theme feels particularly fĳitting 
as we prepare to welcome a new 
Sasha board, the possibility of a 
new co-editor-in-chief, and the start 
of an exciting new chapter for 
Gazeta. First offf a warm welcome 
to the new board of Sasha who will 
no doubt continue to grow the 

organization and our shared 
interest in everything Eurasian 
studies. Their fresh perspectives 
and enthusiasm will play a cru-

cial role in shaping the future 
of our community, and we 
look forward to the initiatives 
and collaborations they will 
bring to life. 

C hange is rarely 
straightforward – it 
pushes us to re-

think, rebuild, and some-
times move forward in 
unknown ways. As we 
assembled this edition, it 
became clear that the 
theme of change is not just 
an abstract idea but a lived 
experience for so many 
across Eurasia and beyond. 
We are excited to     bring 
you three articles that 
explore this topic from dif-
ferent perspectives, both in 
the past and the present: 

whether it’s Nadiia Svitlychna’s 
personal metamorphosis from 
Soviet patriot to dissident, Latvia’s 
balancing act between integration 
and cultural preservation, or the 
state of Armenia’s heritage sites in 
an increasingly volatile region, 
these stories collectively speak to 
the ever changing trends that de-
fĳine Eurasia today. We invite you to 
reflect on how change has shaped 
not only this region but also your 
own communities and lives. What 
can we learn from these stories 
about the courage it takes to adapt 
and move forward?

A s we start the fĳirst edition 
of the 2025 cycle, we felt it 
was only right to balance 

our serious discussions with a little 
fun. The three articles we’ve fea-
tured tackle some important, but 
rather heavy issues, but we also 
wanted to include something to 
make you smile and unwind a bit. 
On the last pages of the magazine, 
you will fĳind our imaginative horo-
scope that takes a lighthearted look 
at the political leaders and notable 
fĳigures of the region, envisioning 
what 2025 might have in store for 
you and them alike. And for those 
who love a good mental workout, 
the crossword puzzle at the end 
offfers a fun way to engage not only 
with the ideas and stories explored 
in this edition but also with general 
knowledge about the region itself.

We hope you enjoy this fĳirst edition 
of Gazeta for 2025, and we look 
forward to continuing our shared 
journey!

Oliver & Kristína
Editors-in-chief
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ongoing

In this edition of Gazeta, we continue our tradition of highlighting 
signifĳicant events and anniversaries that have shaped Central and 
Eastern Europe, the South Caucasus, and Central Asia. Explore this 
section to stay informed on the latest developments in the region!

Text — Kristína Dovhunová and Oliver Reschreiter 
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SHOULD 
LATVIANS

BLAME 
UKRAINIANS’ 

LANGUAGE 
SKILLS?
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E uropean nation-states often see 
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.1

It is the case of Latvia which, since its 
renewed independence in 1991, has es-
tablished Latvian as the sole offfĳicial 
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 profĳit 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 effforts to 
“russifĳiy” 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 diffferent 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

F rom its independence onwards, 
Latvia was under international 
scrutiny throughout its demo-

cratization process.4 Indeed, the ques-
tion of minorities – espcially in the light 
of its citizenship law rendering 30% of 
the population stateless5 – 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 signifĳicant part of the population 
speaks the language as their mother 

1 This can be called a language 
ideology. See Blommaert(2006): 
Language Ideology. and May (2012): 
Language and minority rights: 
Ethnicity, nationalism and the 
politics of language. 
2 For a detailed account of
Latvia’s language policy 
and sociolinguistic landscape, 
see Hogan-Brun et al.(2008):
Language Politics and Practices 
in the Baltic States.
3 Central Statistical Bureau of 
Latvia, 1991, 2023. 
4 Galbreath, D. J., & 
Muižnieks, N(2008). Latvia: 
managing post-imperial minorities. 
5 Pavlenko, A.(2008). Multilingual-
ism in Post-Soviet Countries.

Text — Alexis Engrand

https://doi.org/10.1016/B0-08-044854-2/00967-6
https://doi.org/10.2167/cilp124.0
https://stat.gov.lv/en/statistics-themes/population/population/publications-and-infographics/1306-results-all-union
https://data.stat.gov.lv/pxweb/en/OSP_OD/OSP_OD__apsekojumi__pieaug_izgl/PIA7
https://doi.org/10.1080/13670050802271517
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tongue, especially in the capital, Riga, 
and the eastern parts of the country, not-
ably Latgale.6

I n 2022, Russia invaded Ukraine. 
Latvia provided signifĳicant 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 fĳigures).7 Owing to Ukraine’s 
(and Latvia’s) widespread knowledge of 
Russian,8 Ukrainian refugees in Latvia 
mostly use Russian to communicate in 
the country.

This creates a somewhat paradoxical 
situation: Latvia is a staunch supporter 
of Ukraine and recent research points 
towards an overall positive perception 
of Ukrainian refugees9, but the in-
creased use of Russian in the country 
might undermine three decades of lan-
guage policy effforts 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 efffort 

to un-
d e r s t a n d 
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 diffferent Latvian 
ministries. 

I observed a signifĳicant discrepancy 
between discourses about languages 
and practices. Indeed, Russian is widely 
used between Latvians and Ukrainians, 
as confĳirmed 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 offfĳicially 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. 

U krainians are perceived 
radically diffferently than other 
refugee groups10, and their use 

of Russian is usually widely understood 

6 Druviete et al. (2022): Language 
situation in Latvia 2016–2020.
7 United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees. 
(2024a, November 18). Ukraine 
refugee situation (Nov 2024).
8 Ivanova (2023): Sociolinguistics 
in Ukraine.
9 Meilija, D. (2024): Ukrainas 
beḡli̧ Latvijā: pieejamie dati, 
pieredze un sabiedrības attieksme.
10 See for instance the case of the 
activist Ieva Raubiško, currently 
on trial for helping asylum 
seekers. Latvian Activist Who 
Helped Asylum Seekers Waits for 
Court Verdict Thursday (2024).

https://data.unhcr.org/en/situations/ukraine
https://data.unhcr.org/en/situations/ukraine
https://data.unhcr.org/en/situations/ukraine
https://data.unhcr.org/en/situations/ukraine
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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 
“effforts” to learn the language sufffĳiciently 
– 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 difffĳicult 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. 

P olicy aiming to accommodate 
minority languages in Latvia would 
also benefĳit 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 offfĳicial 
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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Armenia’s Heritage Sites



15Armenian monastery Khor Virap.

Armenia’s Heritage Sites
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I t was late November, and 
my friend and I sat on a 
bench at the Khor Virap 

Monastery in Armenia, gazing 
at the silhouette of Mount 
Ararat. Long a symbol of 
Armenia’s cultural identity, the 
mountain now stands in quiet 
exile across the closed Turkish 
Armenian border. The scene 
carried a strange irony—this 
was the end of our two-week 
journey through the Caucasus, 
yet we found ourselves looking 
back, quite literally, at where it 
all began.

Our trip had started in Ankara, 
Turkey, with the goal of 
reaching Armenia overland. 
What could have been a 
straight-forward crossing 
turned into a necessary detour 
through Georgia, thanks to the 
ever-present realities of geo-

politics. The closed border 
between Armenia and Turkey 
made any direct route impos-
sible.

Ten days before our visit to 
Khor Virap, 140 kilometres to 
the north, we stood among the 
ruins of Ani, the ancient ca-
pital of Bagratid Armenia, now 
located in Turkey’s Kars pro-
vince. Overlooking the ravine 
separating Turkey from Arme-
nia, we were once again con-
fronted by a closed border. Like 
the Turkish Armenian border 
at Khor Virap, the site was 
quiet, with little sign of mili-
tary presence beyond a fence 
and a lone guard post on the 
Armenian side.

While it’s not uncommon for 
borders to shift or for cultural 
heritage to be stranded beyond 

V
iew

 on the Turkish city of K
ars.

Even the 
ruins that 
survived 
faced 
neglect, 
vandalism, 
or deliberate 
efforts to 
erase their 
Armenian 
identity.

Text and photos — Oliver Reschreiter 
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 modern boundaries, Armenia’s 
case is particularly poignant. 
Once a sprawling empire 
stretching from the Caucasus to 
the Medi-terranean, Armenia's 
territories were gradually 
divided and absorbed by 
competing powers, in-cluding 
the Ottoman, Russian, 
and Persian Empires. 
Despite these changes, 
Armenian com-
munities remained 
vibrant and integral to 
society, ,particularly 
within the Ottoman 
Empire, where they 
made signifĳicant cul-
tural, economic, and 
political contributions.

T his role came to a 
devastating end in 1915 
with the onset of the 

Armenian Genocide. Over 1.5 
million Arme-nians were 
systematically killed, and 
countless others were forced 
into excile, forming the modern 
Armenian diaspora.

Cities historically populated by 
Armenians—such as Kars, Van, 
and Erzincan—were emptied 
of their Armenian inhabitants 
and subsequently Turkifĳied, 
erasing centuries of cultural 
and demographic history. 
Thousands of Armenian 
churches, monasteries, and 
monuments were destroyed, 
their stones repurposed or left 
to decay, and the cultural 
landscape of the region was 

irrevocably altered. Even the 
ruins that survived faced 
neglect, vandalism, or 
deliberate effforts to erase their 
Armenian identity.
Decades later, the genocide 
remains a point of contention, 
with its recognition still 

controversial in many parts of 
the world, particularly in 
Turkey. This denialism is 
chillingly encapsulated in 
Adolf Hitler's infamous remark 
a week before Nazi Germany’s 
invasion of Poland: “Who, after 
all, speaks today of the 
annihilation of the 
Armenians?”

T he closed border 
between Armenia and 
Turkey is not merely a 

geopolitical reality but a 
symbolic rift in history and 
identity. Following Armenia's 
independence from the Soviet 
Union in 1991, hopes of easing 
border restrictions were quickly 
dashed. In 1993, Turkey sealed 
its border and severed 
diplomatic ties in response to 
Armenia's support for 

Nagorno-Karabakh during the 
First Nagorno-Karabakh War. 
Since then, the land border has 
remained closed, with sporadic 
and largely symbolic attempts 
at normalization.

In 2021, special envoys were 
appointed to reignite 
dialogue. Progress 
seemed promising in 
2022, with limited 
agreements to resume 
flights between Istanbul 
and Yerevan. A rare 
moment of cooperation 
came in February 2023, 
when Armenian trucks 
carrying humanitarian 
aid crossed the closed 

border to assist Turkish 
earthquake victims. Yet this 
goodwill was short-lived. By 
late 2023, domestic political 
pressures and Turkey's 
unwavering alliance with 
Azerbaijan stalled further 
effforts at reconciliation.

A
rm

enian-Turkish border K
hor Birap.

Over 1.5 million 
Armenians were 
systematically killed, 
countless others 
forced into exile.



And what of the heritage sites stranded beyond these closed 
borders? The answer is layered and complex. Take the ruins of 
Ani, for instance—a city once hailed as the "City of 1,001 
Churches" and a vibrant center of Armenian civilization. After 
decades of neglect, during which the ruins were left to deter-
iorate in a restricted military zone, preservation effforts have 
fĳinally begun. However, these effforts often come with little 
acknowledgment of Ani's Armenian heritage, instead framing 
it as part of a broader, non-specifĳic "Anatolian" legacy.

The Cathedral of Kars, built in the 10th century  during the 
Bagratid Armenian Kingdom, was left abandoned for decades, 
intermittently used as a petrol depot, and was eventually re-
purposed into a mosque with the blessing of Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdoğan. Mount Ararat,  visible across Yerevan 
on a cloudless day, stands physically out of reach, save for those 
who are willing to go via Georgia and obtain the necessary 
permits to climb the mountain from the Turkish side.

O verall, it represents a particularly 
poignant symbol of the Armenian 
experience—a land and history 

claimed, reshaped, and often rendered 
inaccessible by the forces of geo-politics 

and historical erasure. These cultural 
heritage sites being more than 

physical struc-tures but re-
positories of memory, identity, and 
resilience. In terms of what the 
future holds for these sites, the 

outlook is as complex as the 
histories they represent. The 

future of Armenia's 
stranded heritage hinges 

on several factors, 
including regional geo-
politics, international 
advocacy, and the 
evolving narratives a-
round identity and 
historical justice, many 
of which lie beyond 
Armenia's direct con-
trol.

Ruins of Ani in Eastern Turkey (left) and the Armenian-
Turkish Border (right). 
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The future of Armenia's stranded heritage 
hinges on several factors, many of which lie 

beyond Armenia's direct control.
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https://tinyurl.com/gazetasasha

https://tinyurl.com/gazetasasha
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