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Who loves prescriptivism and why? Some aspects of language
correctness in Latvia
Dace Strelēvica-Ošiņa

University of Latvia, Latvian Language Institute, Akadēmijas laukums 1, LV-1050 Riga, Latvia

ABSTRACT
Taking into account the crosscultural differences in prescriptive attitudes
in various linguistic communities, a theory of three types of
prescriptivism – human-oriented, language-oriented, and error-oriented
prescriptivism – has been offered [Strelēvica-Ošiņa, Dace. [2011] 2012.
Kāpēc mēs gribam, lai valoda ir pareiza? Ieskats preskriptīvisma vēsturē,
teorijā un praksē [Why Do We Want Language to Be Correct? An Insight
into the History, Theory, and Practice of Prescriptivism]. Rīga: LU Latviešu
valodas institūts]. This paper presents a synopsis of this theory, with the
main emphasis on the situation of Latvia and the attitudes towards
language correctness and correction in the Latvian-speaking community.
An insight into the historical and political backgrounds of these
attitudes is presented as well. We might say that the dominant type of
prescriptivism in Latvia is the language-oriented prescriptivism, based on
a belief that language needs protection from outside influences and
from becoming ‘incorrect’, in order to ensure its survival in the future.
Historically, the prescriptive concern for the purity and correctness of
the Latvian language has sometimes been a symbolic political protest
against foreign power. Nowadays, as the situation has changed, we can
observe a clash of different viewpoints concerning the issues of
language, its ‘correctness’, and the role of linguists in this context as
seen by the Latvian society.
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Introduction

Before embarking on the main topic of this paper, some historical introduction or rather retrospect
seems apt. In the anglophone world, the linguists are often blamed by society for not taking proper
care of the language (as observed by Cameron 1995; Crystal 2007; and other authors), while in the
Latvian society, on the contrary, linguists are more often blamed for wanting to control the language,
to put it into a straightjacket (as it is typically phrased). No matter how exaggerated these public
stereotypes are today, they are rather illustrative of the way the respective societies have traditionally
felt about these issues. Besides, British prescriptivism in the past was mostly concerned with class-
related linguistic variation, but Latvian prescriptivism is basically aimed at influences from other
languages.

These differences in prescriptive attitudes are also closely related to different attitudes towards
prescriptivism itself in various linguistic communities. Anglophone linguistics is known to have
had, for most of the twentieth century, a clearly dismissive and critical attitude towards prescriptive
regulations of language, considering them unscientific, discriminative, irrational, etc. It was widely
believed that language should be left alone (according to the title of Robert A. Hall’s famous book
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Leave Your Language Alone 1950), and that everything uttered by a native speaker is correct by defi-
nition. Meanwhile in Latvian linguistics and society, the prescriptive attitudes and the ideas of
language culture (valodas kultūra) or language cultivation (valodas kopšana) along the lines of purity
and correctness persisted during the first independent state of Latvia (1918–1940), during the Soviet
occupation when the dominant, superimposed language was Russian (1940–1991), and also during
the independence movement that began in the late 1980s. This attitude actually dates back to the
nineteenth century: the first Latvian national awakening after the centuries-long German coloniza-
tion. The so-called Neo-Latvian ( jaunlatvieši) movement of the nineteenth century, when the Lat-
vian intellectuals tried to purify the language from German loanwords and other influences, is
considered by many the proper beginning of Standard Latvian (until then most Latvian texts
were created by German authors). Nowadays, in the since 1991 renewed independent state of Latvia,
however, prescriptive attitudes have largely disappeared from mainstream linguistics.

After a brief introduction to the model of the types of prescriptivism, I will concentrate on the case
of Latvian society regarding prescriptive attitudes and attitudes towards prescriptivism, with special
attention to attitudes towards those who are traditionally seen as agents of prescriptivism, or in
charge of language correctness.

Three types of prescriptivism

Analysing these crosscultural differences, I have suggested the following three-part classification:
human-oriented, language-oriented, and error-oriented prescriptivism (Strelēvica-Ošiņa 2010,
[2011] 2012).1 The first term implies a prescriptive tradition where the grammatical features of
the language used by a person would signal their social ‘correctness’, that is, their place within the
social hierarchy. A speaker of ‘correct’ standard language, in such a situation, is perceived as belong-
ing to a privileged and respected part of society. Traditional British society – especially in the eight-
eenth and nineteenth centuries – is a good example, and a well-known and much described one.
Ancient Roman prescriptivism can also be regarded as largely human-oriented, see Robert
A. Kaster’s account on the ancient grammaticus as the guardian of language (custos sermonis, as for-
mulated by Seneca’s Epistula 95.65 quoted in Kaster 1997, 18) and the guardian of tradition (custos
historiae, see St Augustine’s De musica, 2.1.1 quoted in Adams 2013, 44). In other words, it was the
gatekeeper ‘standing where linguistic, geographic, and social distinctions converged’ (Kaster 1997,
18). In societies such as the two mentioned above, standard language evolved as the language of
the social upper-middle classes, established in the course of generations and centuries. Criticism
of another person’s ‘incorrect’ language use, in such cultures, has often been a hint at their lower
social status. Subsequently, this kind of prescriptivism was actively criticized in twentieth-century
anglophone academic discourse.

The second type, language-oriented prescriptivism, describes the situation of Latvia (and other
similar communities, such as the Quebecois in Canada and, to a certain extent, Estonian, Lithuanian,
Czech, etc.) where a nation has had to assert its identity in the face of foreign dominance, and mani-
fest its patriotism by protecting its language from the outside influence of other languages encroach-
ing on its territory. Prescriptivism in Latvia is not concerned with social or societal issues, but with
safeguarding the language (as the sacred symbol of national identity) from supposed degradation or
even disappearance. Protection of language and its correctness and ‘purity’ is often an expression of
national self-confidence and political protest, and people speaking their language ‘incorrectly’ are
often rebuked for supposed insufficient patriotism. Nevertheless, the xenophobic purism, to use a
term by Thomas (1991, 204), typical of such communities seems to mollify and civilize interethnic
controversies, rather than to ignite them. This conclusion was made drawing largely on the evidence
of the Latvian and Quebecois cases, including their non-violent national liberation movements,
respectively the so-called Singing Revolution (Dziesmotā revolūcija) during the 1980s–1990s and
Quiet Revolution (La Révolution tranquille) in the 1960s. Communities such as the two mentioned,
which hold language issues (including concern about ‘purity’ and correctness) as particularly
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important, seem to be channelling any xenophobic feelings that are present into the linguistic and
verbal sphere. As evidence shows, the anglophone–francophone controversy in Quebec and Lat-
vian-russophone controversy in Latvia practically never break out in physical aggression – unlike
the sometimes violent character in other types of ethnic conflict elsewhere in the world, such as con-
flicts based on religious rather than linguistic issues. I have proposed this hypothesis in earlier pub-
lications as well (Strelēvica-Ošiņa [2011] 2012, etc.).

The third type, error-oriented prescriptivism, is a rather universal manifestation of prescriptivism
which can co-occur with either of the first two types.2 However, it seemed fit to distinguish them
(envisioning more future research of the psychological and other factors behind the error-oriented
prescriptivism). We may also presume that in some communities, perhaps, error-oriented prescrip-
tivism is what remains after either of the first two types, human-oriented and language-oriented pre-
scriptivism, have weakened or ceased to exist due to political, social, or other changes in society.

In any case, every culture seems to have its favourite language errors, real or imagined, that get the
most public attention throughout the ages. Latvian society is no exception: there are many purists
and self-appointed language experts who attack certain words, constructions, or usages. There
have also been error-hunting initiatives, launched by various organizations, whereby the public
has been encouraged to photograph erroneous shop signs, for instance, or to choose the ‘un-word
of the year’ (more on this later). Judging from the descriptions of the situation in Lithuania, such
as the existence of an official list of language errors according to which people can be fined for
language misuse (on this see Vaicekauskienė 2011), one could possibly see Lithuania as an example
of a community where error-oriented prescriptivism is particularly prominent.

The reasons for the development of these different types of prescriptivism (especially the first two
types) are to a great extent extralinguistic – largely historical. In this aspect, it is also useful to look at
the theory proposed by the Lithuanian linguist Subačius (2002), who presents two types of standard
languages in Europe, depending on their history. The first type, which he terms early dialect selection
(which I will henceforth abbreviate as EDS) languages, selected the dialectal basis of their standard
language mostly during the Renaissance. The second type, late dialect selection (LDS) languages,
went through this process during Romanticism. Subačius emphasizes other important differences:
EDS languages (mostly Western European languages) have largely been dominant in their area
(especially during the period when standardization took place), but LDS languages (most Eastern
European languages) have usually been dominated by other languages at that time (Subačius
2002, 139). Another distinction between EDS and LDS, according to Subačius, lies in the relation
between written and spoken standard. EDS languages first developed a written standard and only
much later (around the eighteenth century) came to an idea that spoken language could also be codi-
fied; LDS languages, having ‘much more complete (elaborated) models to imitate’ (Subačius 2002,
141), started working out standards for spoken language soon after establishing the written standard.
Thus it might be largely due to this fact that in many Eastern European cultures which emancipated
from foreign domination, ‘almost at once there was a comprehension that standard had to be uni-
form and no variation was welcome or tolerated’ (Subačius 2002, 142). Therefore, possibly, issues of
language correctness and prescription in these communities are more central to their national iden-
tity, and were also academically supported to a larger extent and in more recent times than in EDS
languages.

We can see that this theory fits quite comfortably with that of the different types of prescriptivism
– the EDS languages mostly coinciding with those that have experienced human-oriented prescrip-
tivism and the LDS languages representing the cases of language-oriented prescriptivism.

Agents of prescriptivism: reality and imagination

Now, I will attempt to highlight certain aspects of attitudes towards language prescription in Latvia
in the past and today, as well as attitudes towards those who are seen by the public as the agents of
language correctness and correction; as those who establish, enforce, and effectuate the norms.

JOURNAL OF MULTILINGUAL AND MULTICULTURAL DEVELOPMENT 255



Nowadays in the western (especially anglophone) world it is common to perceive linguists as
opponents to language prescription. However, the traditional public view in many countries
would naturally see two professional groups – the linguist and the educator – as the carriers and per-
petuators of prescriptive actions. From the already-mentioned antique grammarian (a concept which
often encompassed the functions of both the researcher and teacher of language issues) to the lin-
guists and language teachers of today, it is predominantly the prescriptive action that is seen in,
feared of, or expected from these professionals. The reproachful grammarian is a recurring image
in St. Augustine’s writings – see for instance the assertively anti-prescriptive phrase: ‘Melius est
reprehendant nos grammatici quam non intellegant populi’ [Better to be reproached by the gram-
marians than not to be understood by the people] (Augustinus Hipponensis, Enarrationes in psalmos
138, 20; translation mine), or his discussion of the theoretical misuse of vowel length in poetic
language for the sake of the rhythm, whereby one can expect criticism from a hypothetical grammar-
ian: ‘Reprehendet grammaticus, custos ille videlicet historiae’ [The grammarian, this guardian of his-
tory/tradition, will reproach you] (De musica 2.1.1; translation mine). Fast-forward to the Internet
forums of twenty-first century Latvia, and we still find similar expressions. ‘Do we talk in order to
please the philologists, or to give information to one another?’ (JK, www.delfi.lv, 2002, translation
mine), asks someone in a heated discussion about language correctness (assuming that professional
philologists must want the correctness of language more than anyone else). And quite often, after
using a non-standard form or an unusual, self-coined word, the authors of Internet comments
add in brackets ‘Linguists, forgive me!’, implying that they expect the linguists’ criticism and jokingly
try to avoid it. Besides, apart from this resentment or irony, opinions still abound that see the role of
the language researcher or educator as the custos sermonis and as the above-quoted custos historiae in
a rather positive, desirable sense.

I have devised a list of the most typical ‘missionaries of language correctness’ (having paraphrased
the term language missionaries by Anders Steinsholt, quoted in Trudgill [2003, 76] and referring to a
certain type of initiators of language change) as seen by the society or acting so in reality (Strelēvica-
Ošiņa [2011] 2012, 116–158). They are: linguists, educators, book publishers and editors, authors
and translators, journalists and other public speakers/writers, and every individual or the whole
society. All of them are at times held responsible for the upkeep of correct language (or for the failure
to do so), or, alternatively, they may have seen themselves as missionaries in this task. References to
the above-mentioned professional groups in the context of language correction and correctness can
be observed in a number of cultures, but I will now concentrate on the Latvian situation, discussing
each of these groups in turn.

Linguists in Latvian culture were traditionally regarded as rescuers of language, protecting it from
degeneration, and cultivating it. Valodas kopšana (literally: ‘taking care of language, language cultiva-
tion’) is close to theGerman concept of Sprachkultur, the direct equivalent of which, valodas kultūra, is
also used often in Latvia. The outstanding Latvian linguists of the past, most notably Jānis Endzelīns
(1873–1961), did indeed have a considerably puristic attitude towards influences fromother languages
on both the lexical and grammatical levels. The nineteenth-century Latvian purism was mainly
directed at eliminating German borrowings. Later, during the Soviet occupation, concern about
language correctness and purity from Russian influences was one of the few possible ways one
could actually (or at least symbolically) oppose the russification policy and the Soviet regime as
such. In several earlier publications, I have described Latvian prescriptivism and purism as ‘a non-vio-
lent weapon’ (Strelēvica-Ošiņa 2010, 42) used to protect Latvian national identity and self-confidence
during the Soviet times. My hypothesis relies on the fact that the issue of language purity (and the pro-
tection thereof) in Latvia has often been referred to in various discourses concerning the national lib-
eration, national identity, etc. One of such examples is a facsimile edition of letters received in a survey
in 1988 (Valsts ValodasCentrs 1994), that is, the dawnof the national awakeningmovement, about the
desirable political status of the Latvian language. Wemay presume that, during the twentieth century,
Latvian linguists – unlike their British or American colleagues – did not discard prescriptivism as
unscientific or irrational, but tried to use it for an important extralinguistic goal. By a lucky
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coincidence, this was, on surface level, quite in line with the overall normative and standards-oriented
character of Soviet ideology. Linguists, in theirwritings, sometimes paid the necessary lip-service to the
regime (e.g. by quoting Lenin or other necessary authors, or bymentioning the great worth of the Rus-
sian language), and then moved on to communicating their real message to the readers. In the annual
publication Latviešu valodas kultūras jautājumi [Issues of Latvian Language Culture] (1965–1993),
which was meant for a wide audience, professional linguists often published their views and advice
on how to avoid certain Russian borrowings or calques in Latvian vocabulary and grammar during
the Soviet era – sometimes without even mentioning that these elements came from the Russian
language, diplomatically calling them simply ‘foreign’.

This became, however, a double-edged sword. While undoubtedly keeping up the awareness of
national and linguistic identity, it also established the stereotype (alive to this day) of linguists as
hard-core purists, or even as conservative ‘enemies’ of the language and its development. This is
clearly a misconception because the situation has changed after the renewal of the independent
state of Latvia. Since the occupying Soviet regime has been gone, the role of prescriptivism as a pol-
itical protest has become obsolete, and mainstream academic linguistics is also taking into account
the substantial changes in society and language, and taking an objectively descriptive rather than pre-
scriptive stance.

Nevertheless, the purist attitudes are still active in society, now mostly directed against the influ-
ence of English and the processes of globalization, and sometimes accompanied by a resentment that
linguists ‘are not doing anything to stop it’. At the same time, one can observe quite the opposite
tendency as well. It seems that an increasing part of the Latvian population embraces anti-prescrip-
tive ideas, but expresses them in the form of mistrust and dislike towards linguists whom it mista-
kenly sees as the main perpetuators of prescriptive ideas. Almost any piece of information about
language issues published in Latvian online mass media attracts a lot of comments, and a large por-
tion of them are slurs directed at linguists. Moreover, the mass media as well as society sometimes
falsely regard anyone publicly speaking about language issues as a linguist, and this often adds to the
confusion. In general, there is a growing resentment towards the stereotypical linguist as a menacing
bogeyman. This prejudiced attitude has been humorously characterized by Latvian sociolinguist Ina
Druviete: ‘Latvia is haunted by the spectre of the mysterious linguist. With a heavy hand, he chokes
every expression of the live spirit of the language… . Everyone has heard about him, but nobody has
seen him’ (Druviete 2006, 166; translation mine).

Besides, many Latvians today also hold on to a stereotype that sees terminology as the dominant
aspect of linguistics, believing that linguists’ main occupation is to impose artificial, unpopular Lat-
vian terminology on society, replacing the well-known and convenient terms adapted from English,
especially in the context of information technologies and the virtual world. Adding to the confusion
are the lists of parodies of new terms sometimes circulating in the Internet, and often perceived by
astonished readers as real terms created by seemingly ignorant linguists. The reality is quite different
– in the community of linguists only a relatively small number of researchers are involved in issues of
terminology. Most terms are elaborated by experts of the respective fields, gradually communicated
to the public through academic discourse or the press, and become legally binding after being
accepted by the Terminology Commission where relatively few linguists are involved. Plus (as con-
firmed in a personal conversation with Eduards Cauna, a member of the Terminology Commission,
in April 2014), linguists do not have the final say in the process of terminology coinage, except in
purely grammatical issues such as declension paradigms, word endings, etc.

Besides observing the image of linguists as it appears in the public sphere – namely the attitudes
towards linguists expressed in Internet discussions, readers’ comments to language-related online
publications, etc. (Strelēvica-Ošiņa 2012, 2013) – I have more than once encountered the stereotype
of linguist-as-correctness-controller in my own private communication, too, even if expressed in a
rather positive way. To quote just one such case (a letter from a friend): ‘When I am writing
to you, I am sweating about my commas more than I ever did during language classes at school’
(personal communication, 2013, translation mine).

JOURNAL OF MULTILINGUAL AND MULTICULTURAL DEVELOPMENT 257



Educators have been important in the context of language correctness throughout human history.
That is why grammatical correctness is often associated with discipline, observance of moral norms,
etc., while ‘incorrect’ language use is often thought to signal a decay of morals and virtues. Latvian
society is no exception, with the addition that the Latvian language teacher is sometimes also seen as
one who, ideally, teaches not only knowledge, but also love for one’s native language and country.
This attitude in education survived from the time of the first Latvian Republic throughout the Soviet
regime and well into the period of regained independence and the new millenium (more on this in
Dzintars 2012; Strelēvica-Ošiņa 2014). Naturally, language teachers have also often met with resent-
ment and prejudice from the Latvian public – seen either as annoying pedants, or, on the contrary, as
neglecting their sacred task of teaching the young to love their language and to use it correctly.

In discussions (either virtual or real-life) about issues of language correctness, one may often
observe the clash of two viewpoints – ‘My teacher told me so!!’ vs. ‘One should use one’s own com-
mon sense and language awareness, rather than refer to the prejudices taught by some teacher long
time ago’. Most often this clash occurs when discussing some of the ‘favourite’ errors.

Publishers traditionally have a very important role as well. As emphasized by Joseph (1987,
114–115), Rūķe-Draviņa (1977, 69) and other authors, book-printing as such and editors’ work in
particular have contributed greatly to language standardization and the establishment of language
norms – both historically and today – and the Latvian language community is no exception. In
the process of editing and proof-reading, the respective professionals are compelled to decide in
favour of one or another variant of a language unit and to use it consistently in the whole text.
They have to judge the comprehensibility of the text from a reader’s point of view and therefore
to sometimes change the author’s text drastically, etc. To a certain degree, editorial work can be
regarded as prescriptive, but one cannot deny certain logical basis and motivation for the prescrip-
tivism in this aspect.

During the Soviet time in Latvia, the role of editors and proof-readers can be seen as similar to
that of linguists, as noted by Blinkena, Hirša, and Veisbergs.

[D]espite the pressure of the Russian language…, Latvian linguists made an effort to preserve and develop the
quality of the Latvian language, its lexical richness and stylistic precision and diversity.… The observance of the
recommendations [elaborated by linguists] was carefully supervised by editors of the mass media and book
publishers, eliminating language errors and ensuring the stylistic quality of texts. (2007, 40; translation mine)

Obviously within the framework of an official ideology, which supported strict adherence to norms
and elimination of errors and non-standard elements, they were promoting the idea of a pure Latvian
language in Latvian books and press as a symbol of identity, and also as a psychological comfort-zone
in an environment of aggressive russification (as testified to in personal communications with editors
who were working during that time).

However, the importance of editing and proof-reading diminished to a certain extent when, after
regaining independence, many new publishers appeared to prefer to save their time and money at the
expense of textual quality, especially in the 1990s when poorly translated fiction and carelessly proof-
read texts (either original work or translations) became a widespread reality. The situation has
improved, but the apparent decline in editing standards is sometimes still lamented.

Speaking about the work of authors and translators, it should to be noted that in Latvian linguistic
literature, as in for instance the Valodniecības pamatterminu skaidrojošā vārdnīca [Glossary of Basic
Linguistic Terms] (Latviešu valodas institūts 2007, 221) one sometimes comes across definitions of
standard language which include the somewhat vague concept of valodas meistars (‘language master/
professional’) introduced by the linguist Arturs Ozols in the 1960s, whereby a good, skillful language
user and especially a writer of literary texts was implied. As it seems from references to this term – or
its modifications, such as vārda meistars (‘word master’) – in various sources, valodas meistars was
traditionally perceived as someone who uses (or is expected to use) correct and ‘pure’ written
language. For instance,
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word masters… feel intuitively what kind of language is good for the respective style or text type; as they take
care of this ideal, they strive to protect and improve it, cleansing it from… incorrect, erroneous, foreign
elements. (Rozenbergs 1995, 55; translation mine)

Nowadays authors and translators in Latvia (especially the younger generation) more often hold an
anti-prescriptive than a prescriptive stance, as can be observed from interviews published in the
media and as I have noticed in personal communications. The public attitudes are varied – some
are supportive of the fact that the language of literature, both original and translated, is now closer
to real life than it was in the Soviet era. Some, however, still expect writers to be role-models of ‘cor-
rect’ use of language and are disappointed about the non-standard and sub-standard vocabulary
(including swear-words) and grammar used in fiction and poetry.

Journalists and other public speakers and writers, especially politicians, have been attributed a
special role in the viewpoint of the public as regards language correctness – this is the case in
many countries. As one of the most popular language myths, it has been pointedly described by
Aitchison in her article ‘The Media Are Ruining English’ (1998). This attitude is popular in Latvia
as well. Traditionally journalists were regarded by many as responsible for upkeeping and influen-
cing the quality of the language in society (see, e.g. Rozenbergs 1995, 69–70). Subsequently, it is the
journalists and politicians who today receive most criticism about their language errors from the
public.

Compare the situation in Lithuania, where:

[T]he State Language Inspection and municipal language police has been established to oversee the implemen-
tation of policies and impose fines for the grammatical, lexical and pronunciation ‘errors’ included into the List
of Major Language Errors. Television and radio are required to take responsibility for disseminating established
SL norms. Journalists are closely watched; those who do not adhere to the codified norm are advised… to leave
their job. (Vaicekauskienė 2011, 108; emphasis mine)

This is the coveted ideal of many purists in Latvian society. In Internet commentaries, letters to the
press, and other discourses, many language users have expressed a wish that there be fines imposed
on journalists etc. for language misuse. However, the situation in Latvia is different. There is a
Language Inspection (Valodas inspekcija)3 as well, but its main task is to control whether the
state language is used at all (which is still a current problem in many situations, given the large rus-
sophone population of which many are unwilling to learn or use Latvian), rather than to check
whether the language is used grammatically correctly.

To partially fulfil the public wish for a punitive (or at least derisive) force to be directed against
language-abusing journalists, politicians, etc., there have been a number of initiatives and activities
over the last couple of decades (as noted already earlier in this article). For example, in 2008 the insti-
tution then called State Language agency (Valsts valodas aģentūra), now Latvian Language agency
(Latviešu valodas aģentūra), invited the public to photograph and send in pictures of erroneous
shop signs, advertisements, and other public offences against language correctness. Meanwhile, an
association of enthusiasts called the Community of Latvian Language Development (Latviešu valo-
das attīstības kopa) annually organizes a competition of TheWord, the Un-word (meaning an incor-
rectly used word, unwanted recent borrowing, etc.), and the Catchphrase of the Year (Gada vārds,
nevārds un spārnotais teiciens) – similar to the annual Word of the Year of the Oxford English Dic-
tionary and other similar initiatives. In the Latvian case, the decisions are based on mailed-in sug-
gestions from the public, which are then voted on by a jury.

Moreover, in the end of 2013, the Latvian office of Skrivanek (an international language service
company providing translations, language courses, etc.) initiated a project entitled Language Police
(Valodas policija). In it, they analysed the speech of several randomly chosen parliament members,
checking their grammatical correctness, ‘language culture’, etc. Besides that, Skrivanek published a
poster of Typical Errors (Tipiskās kļūdas) in the virtual media around the same time (http://www.
skrivanek.lv/lv/jaunumi/zinas/darbu-uzsakusi-valodas-policija.aspx). The poster, however, with its
excessively purist viewpoint, was not received very positively. For instance, there was a well-
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aimed, critical response in a blog entry of the above-mentioned terminologist Cauna. He referred to
the majority of these typical errors as imagined, providing a brief analysis of these examples and
showing that these usages are actually acceptable (Cauna 2014).

Last but not least, it seems that many in Latvian society strongly support the belief that not only
the authorities but every individual, every language user – and at the same time the whole linguistic
community – is responsible for the protection of their language and its correctness, and thus for its
survival in the future. This idea has been expressed in a number of sources – from essays by public
intellectuals to laypeople’s ‘complaint letters’ in the press and in Internet comments. A certain para-
dox (or quite logical phenomenon?) was observed in the responses to a questionnaire I used in a
sociolinguistic survey in 2008, within the framework of my PhD research. The majority of my
150 respondents replied positively to the question whether they are annoyed by ‘incorrect’ language
in other people’s usage. However, to the question ‘Do you think that many people in Latvia are wor-
ried about issues of language usage and correctness?’ most of them replied negatively, adding that
‘nobody is worried about language correctness anymore’, or a similar comment (Strelēvica-Ošiņa
[2011] 2012, 153–154).

Alternatively (and often falling into the opposite extreme) many people today support the view
that in a contemporary democratic world it is everyone’s own business how they talk, and that com-
mitting language errors is part of their freedom of speech, not to be impeded by linguists, educators,
editors, or any other authorities.

Conclusion

For a conclusion, it might be noteworthy to highlight an important distinction between human-
oriented and language-oriented prescriptivism. In the first case (as linguistic literature also
shows), the issues of language correctness and prescription are often described in terms of power,
subordination, discrimination, etc. The title of John Joseph’s book Eloquence and Power speaks
for itself. As James and Lesley Milroy formulate it, ‘A person who… has occasional usages that
are said to be “substandard”…may well find his/her social mobility blocked’ (Milroy and Milroy
1985, 2) and ‘such attitudes to language can be interpreted as a kind of social-class discrimination’
(Milroy and Milroy 1985, 3), or, in Pinker’s opinion, ‘prescriptive rules… serve as shibboleths, dif-
ferentiating the elite from the rabble’ (1994, 374). In these and other sources (especially when refer-
ring to historical backgrounds of standardization and prescriptivism), it is implied that the social
upper classes who hold political and economical power and are also intellectually advantaged there-
fore claim to possess the correct variant of language, discriminating others who use it differently.

In communities practicing the language-oriented prescriptivism, it is often quite the opposite –
which is also to a large extent the case of Latvia. Since, as typical in post-Soviet countries without
a historically established class system, the economically most advantaged part of society is not always
the most cultured and educated one, it is among the members of the general public where most pre-
scriptive concerns about language correctness prevail. Plus, the language-related state institutions in
Latvia are basically dealing with issues of language policy or research, where prescriptivism and cor-
rectness issues are not relevant – except in occasional entertaining campaigns, such as the previously
described error-photographing initiative organized in 2008. Thus, those who most cherish the cor-
rect or pure language are – or have been (if we speak of now-historical situations where the ruling
class was established by a foreign occupation) – those members of society who are often devoid of
any real power, but see themselves as intellectually superior to a seemingly corrupt, culture-ignoring
elite, and who see their language both as a fragile treasure to be protected and a powerful source of
inspiration.

Discussion of these crosscultural differences also leads to considering the dynamic of change in
the attitudes towards prescriptivism and prescriptivists in Latvia (or towards their image, as it per-
sists in the eyes of the public). Should we as academics and as language users welcome the growing
anti-prescriptive attitudes as a positive signal that the society no longer feels that the language is
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endangered – if one can be certain about that? Or should we be glad about those prescriptive and
puristic attitudes that do remain in the public focus, bearing in mind the previously discussed
hypothesis that intolerance limited to the verbal and linguistic sphere may help to avoid other mani-
festations of intolerance? And should we concentrate, perhaps, on creating a positive image of a lin-
guist in the society, free from misconceptions and prejudice?

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author.

Notes

1. Some years ago (when working on my doctoral thesis and subsequently the monograph based thereupon), I offered
a theoretical framework attempting to account for the different manifestations of prescriptivism and purism in
different cultures, and the public reactions to them.

2. In a way, one may agree with the book review by Dens Dimiņš who argues that this third type is maybe less specific;
he questions whether it should have been singled out as a separate type at all, rather than included in the language-
oriented type (Dimiņš 2014, 184).

3. The Language Inspection (Valodas inspekcija) has been renamed Language Control Division (Valodas kontroles
nodaļa), under the State Language Centre (Valsts valodas centrs).
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