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ABSTRACT

Aim. To show and describe the current situation in Latvian language as a case study of
the problem about the place of a national language and its existence in sciences in modern
globalised times, when the dominance of English as the lingua franca of science grows.

Methods. A descriptive method, including literature review of language of science
used globally. Empirical discourse content analysis was conducted; it examined various
documents, including Latvian legal texts that governs the rights and rules of Latvian lan-

guage use, as well as a wide array of mainly online medjia.
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Results. During the study, 21 different sources and 304 online comments under artic-
les relating to the issue were analysed. The material revealed that there is a breadth of
opinions, ranging from the Ministry stance to organisations and the general public. It
could be said that the main trend in the opinions can be described as follows: there is a
variety of language options - a dissertation written only in Latvian; a dissertation written
in English; a choice of language that is up to the doctoral student. This would ensure that
the language choice fits the doctoral students’ goals and field of research and making
English mandatory would not likely lead to guaranteed scientific excellence as what mat-
ters is the research itself, not the language.

Conclusions. National language of science is a current issue in Latvia, as there is a
need for state language use in the scientific register. The discussed Ministry document is
still a draft report and it is not yet known what final decisions on the PhD process and dis-
sertation language will be taken. Latvian is a scientific language and it should be recogni-
sed as one of the languages used in science within the international scientific discourse.

Key words: language use in science, national language, Latvian, English, dissertation
defense.

Thjs research is funded by the Latvian Council of Science, project “Intra-lingual
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INTRODUCTION

A scientist from any given field does not work in an isolated bubble with
only his or her work, without any external influence. Latvian scientists also
face myriad of challenges regarding language use and choice that have not
been discussed enough within both the academic and public environment
until recently.

The global dominance of English in scholarly publishing has implications
for international higher education along two main lines: (1) for stakeholders of
scholarly publication and participation in international academic conferences
to understand the challenges that multilingual scholars confront; and (2) for
national governmental and institutional policymaking bodies to consider the
effects of the premium placed on English-medium journal publishing (Curry
& Lillis 2007). However, these points do not guide the way in which a national
language can survive in the global science world.

The paper examines a relatively short time frame (altogether around 20 days
in November and December of 2019) within the Latvian academic and media
space when the question about the existence and importance of Latvian in the
country where it is the official state language was raised with never before seen
tension, threatening to become a national conflict between the governmental
institution (The Ministry of Science and Education of the Republic of Latvia,
further in the text referred as the Ministry) and the intelligentsia.

The aim of this paper is to show and describe the current situation in the
Latvian scientific language as a case study of the problem of the place of a natio-
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nal language and its existence in science in modern globalised time, where the
dominance of English as the lingua franca of science grows.

To achieve this aim, a descriptive method and empirical discourse content
analysis were used through examining various documents, including Latvian
law that governs the rights and rules of the use of Latvian language; a wide array
of media were also examined by extraction of the most important for and against
opinions regarding Latvian as a language of science and its future within the
doctoral dissertation process and the language of the dissertation which is in all,
a significant process for science, research and terminology development.

PUBLISH OR PERISH — ONLY IN ENGLISH?

Ideally, the native English speakers would be more understanding towards
the non-native English speakers and help the non-natives learn how to move
in the Anglophone scientific publication world. But that is not often the case as
it is expected that a person just knows how to publish in English without much
instruction.

The significance of the English-language publications is often implicit:
where the work is indexed and which database or which journal it is published
in. Often only papers written in English get indexed and it increases the need
for a person to publish in English to reach targets set by their own institution
or government.

There is increasing pressure to publish research as often as possible: this
problem was already discussed in 1989 (Wheeler, 1989) but still is very persi-
stent, as Katie Langin (2019) notes that today there are over 30 000 academic
journals available. This number is divided by all disciplines of science, which
still leave hundreds, if not thousands of possible journals in which one could
publish their papers. Many Latvian higher education institutions also publish
journals, conference proceedings and other materials that add to this number.
Some of these Latvian institution publications are in Latvian, some allow
English and/or other languages. Bilingual publications (Latvian and English)
and multilingual (usually in Latvian, Lithuanian, English, German, Russian,
less often also in French or Spanish) are also becoming more popular.

Currently more and more publishing houses all around the world choose
to publish materials only in English, indexations and ratings are better for
English-language journals than foreign language journals. Every scientist
wants their work to be seen and cited. Preferably worldwide. Philip G. Altbach
(2013, p. 4) notes that “Scholars in other parts of the world must conform to the
interests of the prestigious journals if they wish their work to be published in
them”. It is usually assumed that the prestigious journals are the ones publi-
shed in English-speaking countries. However, Latvian journals have a societal
importance as well, i.e. they aim to convey locally important research to aca-
demic peers and the general public that supports higher education institutions
through tax money.
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Writing in English might seem like the answer to all problems. Most of
papers in English will be indexed and seen. However, before publishing, there
is a hurdle: getting the paper accepted. Ideally, all Latvian scientists would
have English proficiency to such an advanced level that they could write their
papers as easily in English as they do in Latvian. English very often is the
second, or third or fourth language of an individual in Latvia.

Ideally, a scientist would have well balanced multilingualism: “a person
who has proficiency in two languages such that his or her skills in each lan-
guage match those of a native speaker of the same age” (APA, 2020), howe-
ver, language learning and acquisition is a complex process. To acquire true
Latvian-English multilingualism, with matching skills in both languages,
would require a large investment of time and effort. Language is a complex
issue especially in academic writing. Therefore, usage of a certain language
over another should be balanced, without the eradication of the original cul-
ture to ensure that there is no “epistemicide”, that is an eradication of local
lore and knowledge (Bennet, 2015) and that the tendency to assume that eve-
rything written in English is based on the theory of knowledge in the Anglo-
phone world (ibid.). While authors who write in English because of the need to
publish in English hope that their work is well understood by native English
speakers, there are many ways of conveying, writing down knowledge that are
not always immediately translatable into English. In translation studies there
is a belief that everything can be translated but a scientific text is a very special
type that needs to be translated not only into the target language but also into
the target academic culture. Thus, if a non-native English speaker hopes that
hiring a translator eradicates language use problems, it would likely be not the
perfect solution.

It seems that policy makers in Latvia sometimes only think about the aspect
of research being international, and the only way to achieve it is to write in
English and have attempted to implement more usage of English as discussed
further in this article.

The European Commission (2014, p. 2) has a slightly different stance as it
states that “Linguistic diversity is a fundamental component of European cul-
ture and intercultural dialogue, and that the ability to communicate in a lan-
guage other than one’s mother tongue is acknowledged to be one of the key
competences which citizens should seek to acquire,” but also highlights that
“the linguistic landscape in the EU is complex and diverse, with national fac-
tors influencing language learning and teaching, and considerable differences
in legislation and practice with regard to these”.

These conclusions from the European Commission could be understood as
that while it is a very desirable skill to know other languages and their usage,
there is a lot of diversity in Europe. However, the rise of English as the lingua
franca limits this diversity in academic writing.

Perhaps the right way to allow language diversity and still achieve targets
set by policy is to have a balanced version of multilingualism, as suggested by
Gunnar Sivertsen (2018): “balanced multilingualism is to consider all the com-
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munication purposes in all different areas of research, and all the languages
needed to fulfil these purposes, in a holistic manner without exclusions or prio-
rities”. Based on this, it would be very useful to show the situation of the natio-
nal language in science, as it happened in the final months of 2019 in Latvia
and which was widely covered by media (including social media) that allo-
wed everyone - governmental, non-governmental institutions, professional
associations and every interested individual, including officials and university
representatives and people in online communities to share their opinion about
the place and existence of the Latvian language in doctoral dissertations.

IN DEFENCE OF THE POSITION OF THE STATE
LANGUAGE IN THE LATVIAN SCIENCE SPACE

The issue of the position of the national language in science and research
in the Latvian context escalated at the end of 2019, when a draft report by a
Ministry working group became available on November, 12. The report was
about the implementation of a conceptually new doctoral studies framework
and new dissertation defence process in Latvia. The intention of the document
was to introduce a new model of doctoral studies in Latvia and to create a new
doctoral degree awarding system based on European best practice in order
to promote research excellence in accordance with international standards.
Discussions on the public debate on the new doctoral model were scheduled
to take place soon after publishing the draft report - November 21, thus giving
educational institutions insufficient time to study the concept, internal discus-
sion and to formulate their views.

Among all the other innovations included in the model, academics as well
as doctoral students are concerned about the section “Language of the Doctoral
Thesis” of the conceptual report. It states: “given that the new defence pro-
cess involves the participation of two foreign reviewers on the Doctoral Thesis
Defence Board, the dissertation should be drafted in English or another inter-
national scientific language, depending on the field of the research being con-
ducted” (IZM, 2019, p. 29).

The section adds that the dissertation can also be written in Latvian if the
field and theme of the research requires it to be written in Latvian. In these
cases, when the doctoral thesis is written in Latvian, it is necessary to meet
pre-established and approved criteria that determine exactly in which cases
the doctoral thesis in Latvian is admissible. However, even then, the scientific
institution taking charge of the management of doctoral studies must ensure
that the foreign reviewers of the Defence Board are able to evaluate the docto-
ral thesis - that is, if the work was written in Latvian, then it should be trans-
lated into English or foreign reviews with a sufficiently fluent command in
Latvian should be sought so that they are capable to read and evaluate the text.

All of the above implies that as soon as this concept is approved, the Latvian
language within the Latvian scientific space will be given only a marginal,
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secondary role compared to English. In essence, this would begin discrimina-
tion against the state language, which is completely contrary to the preamble
of the Latvian Constitution, which states that The State of Latvia has been esta-
blished “to guarantee the existence and development of the Latvian nation, its
language and culture throughout the centuries”, and Article 4 reads as follows:
“the Latvian language is the official language in the Republic of Latvia” (The
Constitution of the Republic of Latvia, 1922).

This position of the Ministry towards the state language undoubtedly gene-
rates widespread resonance among scientists, academics and general public,
raising concerns about the threat of a new wave of linguicism towards the
Latvian language. The argument put forward in the Ministry’s document is
that a PhD dissertation written in English, as well as a defence procedure invo-
lving at least two foreign reviewers that is done entirely in English, are a pre-
requisite for research excellence (IZM, 2019) so it implies that works written in
Latvian are not eligible for excellence.

Linguicism is a term used in the 1992 work Linguistic Imperialism by Robert
Phillipson to describe a process that represents the dominant language that
has the desired attributes for inclusion purposes, and the opposite for the local
language for exclusion purposes. Typical examples of binary opposition in lin-
guistic discourse are language/dialect and also lingua franca/vernacular lan-
guage. “(...) linguicism refers exclusively to ideologies and structures where
language is the means of effecting or maintaining an unequal allocation of
power and resources” (Phillipson 1992, p. 55).

Newspapers and Internet news portals, in response to the language choice of
the dissertation defence process specified in the Ministry document, expressed
their views using rather provocative headlines: A Funeral for the Latvian language?
(Jundze, 2019, Nov 20); In the future, will Latvian be just used at home? (Kuzmina,
2019a, Nov 20); Intelligentsia is mobilizing to protect the official language (Viksne,
2019, Nov 20); The Preamble and Article 4 of the Satversme must be urgently changed!
(Paiders, 2019, Nov 22); Is science in Latvian provincial? (Zanders, 2019, Dec 2); The
value of doctoral theses may be “lost in translation” (Cika, 2019, Dec 8).

Based on the initiative of the Latvian Association for Applied Linguistics
(LLVA), an initial open letter (LLVA, 2019a) for the defence of the rights of the
Latvian language was sent to the Ministry, expressing serious concerns about
the intentions regarding the state language in science and academia. The letter
calls for not limiting the possibilities to implement the dissertation defence
process in Latvian and to leave the language of the doctoral thesis as the docto-
ral student’s choice.

At the discussion in November 21, when discussing the envisaged model
of doctoral studies, there was not much said about the language issue, imply-
ing that the Ministry denies the importance of the issue and that the concerns
expressed in the open letter were neither heard nor understood by the Mini-
stry, the general public was invited to read and react to another open letter -
an Alert Letter (LLVA, 2019¢) about an unprecedented threat to the future of
the Latvian language. This letter was addressed to the President, the Prime
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Minister, the Cabinet and the Ministry of Education. Over the course of a few

days, over 800 scholars, teachers, students, journalists, writers, poets, transla-

tors, actors, artists, cultural and public figures, and many representatives of the

Lithuanian academic environment voiced their support for the open letter and,

hence, the existence of Latvian as a language of science and education.

Both open letters explained why such a Ministry decision was completely
unacceptable, considering the viability and prestige of the Latvian language as
an official language. Main arguments were as follows:

* the abandonment of the official language in higher education and science
will seriously undermine the overall status of the Latvian language, redu-
cing the intensity and quality of language use, as shown by the negative
experiences of Slovenia in the European Research Area;

* the weakening of one language function (in this case, the language of
science) will endanger and affect the full implementation of other language
functions; allowing the further development of the scientific language only
in English will significantly impact the development of terminology in the
national language, while the Latvian language of science as a whole will be
simplified and degraded;

* abandoning the state language in the PhD process will diminish the impor-
tance and use of the Latvian language in higher education, which, in turn,
will lower the motivation for qualitative language acquisition in schools -
in the long run it may have irreversible consequences for the existence of
Latvian entirely.

Public discussions in the press, on TV, on websites, as well as on social
networks revealed radically opposing views, with the emergence of another
dangerous trend, namely the fragmentation of the Latvian scientific commu-
nity, provoking a risk of another “war” between the natural sciences and the
humanities because the suggestion to write and defend a dissertation in English
came directly from natural sciences and engineering (Kuzmina, 2019a, Nov
20), which in turn will not be accepted by the social sciences and humanities.

But there is also a positive side to this, as it raises the issue of the mission of
a scientist in Latvian society: to be seen in international science (global orien-
tation) or to strengthen national science capacity to build a strong knowledge
and education-oriented society and country (‘glocal” orientation). The public
defence may take its place in the official language or in any official language of
the European Union Vice Rector Ina Druviete: “scientists aren’t working just to
become more internationally quoted and known. Any scientist, whether they
are working in the social or natural sciences, works primarily for the Latvian
society. Not only for the world, but also for their country” (Latvian Public Bro-
adcasting/LTV 2019, Nov 20).

Glocalisation, which is a socio political, cultural and intellectual tendency
opposite to globalisation (Runce, 2013), an adaptation of products and proces-
ses to a particular place (Muktupavela, 2015), as well as understanding and
synthesis of global and local values (Kasparans, 2019), should be considered as
a significant part in a country’s scientific development goals.



332 Local Cultures and Societies

While defending the rights of Latvian in science and academia, the need for
English in international scientific communication is not called into question,
but neither does it advocate monolingual scientific communication, conside-
ring English as the only language suitable for science.

The Latvian Young Scientists” Association (LJZA), whose representatives
have also participated in the development of the new doctoral studies model,
came up with further arguments to defend the development of the doctoral
research and the defence process in English: “science does not depend on the
language it is discussed in. Scientific ideas can be discussed in any language
of the world as long as those who know the language are able to understand
them. That is why, in our opinion, the development of Latvian will depend on
how competitive our new PhD graduates are once they finish education in our
system” (LJZA, 2019, Dec 10). However, an express survey of LAS members on
the language of the doctoral thesis shows that only 26% support the develop-
ment of the doctoral thesis mainly in English, while the vast majority (63 % of
respondents) believe that the choice of language should be left to the doctoral
student (LZJA, 2019, Dec 10).

The current legislation of the Republic of Latvia also allows universities to
decide independently and responsibly on the language in which the doctoral
thesis is written, if it is not Latvian:

*  Official Language Law - section 15: “the written work necessary to acquire
the academic degrees shall be submitted in the official language or in a
foreign language with an attached translation of an expanded summary
in the official language. The public defence may take place in the official
language or in a foreign language, in agreement with the author and accep-
tance by the relevant board for conferring academic degrees” (Official Lan-
guage Law, 1999).

*  Law on Scientific Activity - section 11, part 5: “the promotion thesis may be
submitted in the official language or any of the official languages of the
European Union, attaching thereto a translation of an extended summary
of the promotion thesis in the official language (...). The submission and
public defence of the promotion thesis for the acquisition of the doctoral
degree in philology may also take place in a foreign language if the thesis
is dedicated to the research of the relevant language” (Law of Scientific
Activity, 2005).

With so much pressure from public opinion, the Ministry was forced to
take action and, in early December, promised to preserve the state language in
science (Anstrate, 2019, Dec 4).

On December 10, the Higher Education, Science and Innovation Subcom-
mittee of the Saeima Education, Culture and Science Commission met to
discuss the new doctoral model proposed by the Ministry. At this session the
desired goal was achieved: Latvian retains its role as the language of the docto-
ral thesis writing and defence procedure in Latvia. If the doctoral programme
is implemented in English or another official language of the European Union,
the summary of the doctoral dissertation must be in Latvian. The requirement
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for a summary in Latvian also applies to the doctoral students from abroad
(LLVA, 2019, Dec 11).

LANGUAGE, QUALITY AND INTERNATIONALISATION
OF THE DOCTORAL DISSERTATION

Compromise was reached about the language of the doctoral thesis in
discussion with Ministry, however, representatives of universities, research
and public institutions in the public sphere express their views on the language
of the doctoral thesis, which is mainly closely related to the status and develop-
ment of the Latvian language in higher education and science, internationalisa-
tion of research and quality assessment.

Ken Hyland (2015, p. 52) writes that English as a dominant language thre-
atens the national language in academic communication: “...the need for
researchers to access this for their work serves to consolidate and strengthen
English as the dominant language of publishing, placing many national langu-
ages at risk of losing an academic register (...)”. According to K. Hyland (ibid.),
the choice of language in scientific discourse is determined by the following:

“the factors that affect the choice of language are influenced by discipline, natio-
nal policies, personal views on academic responsibilities, and individual attitudes
regarding target communities, that is, attitudes and practices are more complex
and multidimensional than the literature might suggest”.

Moreover, in Latvia, several representatives of higher education, research
and public institutions argue that the development of the Latvian language
in science is an important issue; that in the case of all doctoral dissertations
written only in one of the major foreign scientific languages (predominantly
English), English would likely prevail as the main language of science used
in Latvia and Latvian would weaken. Thus, a threat to the development of
the Latvian language terminology is predicted because, according to Baltins,
Director of the State Language Center, it is precisely in the “scientific works
that new terms are created and practices of their use are established” (Viksne,
2019, Nov 20). Threats to the structure and syntax and the status of the Latvian
language as an official language and the language of science are also men-
tioned as possible risks if dissertations are to be written in English (Kuzmina
2019a, Nov 20; LLVA, 2019, Dec 10; LETA, 2019b, Dec 4).

The position of the Latvian in dissertation writing is also defended by the
Independent Education Society, highlighting the convergence of research and
school needs (Cika, 2019, Dec 8). This is an important argument because the
latest research findings must be included in Latvian textbooks and school
research, thus ensuring knowledge transfer. Another reason for the defence
of the Latvian language in the context of dissertation language is the issue of
attitude towards the state language. There is an observation that Russian-spe-
aking applicants for scientific degrees often do choose English as the language
of the doctoral thesis, thus expressing a rather unfavourable attitude towards
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the Latvian language (Kuzmina, 2019b, Dec 8; LETA, 2019b, Dec 4). Writing a
doctoral thesis in Latvian can promote a more positive attitude towards the
Latvian language and also increase the prestige of the Latvian language.

In the European context there are examples of Slovenia and Scandinavia
(Sweden), where English has become the standard language of science and the
number of publications in national languages has fallen sharply (Viksne, 2019,
Nov 20; Kuzmina, 2019a, Nov 20). This fact is also confirmed by K. Hyland
(2015, 510; see also Montgomery, 2016, 202): “many universities in Finland,
Norway, and Sweden, in fact, have formulated language policies to promote
parallel literacy among both staff and students, so that the national language
is used together with English in research and teaching”. The parallel use of
the national and English language in academic communication by the Scandi-
navian countries contributes to the development of the national and English
language of science; however, the suitability of the Scandinavian model in the
Latvian situation is still to be assessed in the future. For example, the Latvian
scientific journals Letonica, Latvian Institute of History Journal and Religious - phi-
losophical articles, etc., publish articles in English and thus potentially lose even
more of their local audience (Zanders, 2019, Dec 2). The mission of scientists is
to disseminate their research results both to colleagues in the field and to other
interested parties within the international and national environment. Anna
Duszak (1997, p. 23) stresses that the dissemination of research results does
not always occur purely for internationalisation purposes: “as understood as
dealing with a topic, (1) what it implements in statements and various types
of texts; (2) involving a more or regional community, expertise in an interna-
tional community is a matter of delivering recognised products, putting them
in circulation, and receiving feedback. On the other hand, a multilingual aca-
demic community may attract field experts who are not members proper. (...)
As a result, they don’t participate in the dialogue within that community”. It
follows from the foregoing that parallel use of languages represents both gains
and losses in scientific communication at the national level.

One of the offered solutions concerns the translation of the promotion
paper into English or Latvian. If the language of the doctoral thesis is English,
its translation into Latvian contributes to the development of scientific termi-
nology in Latvian. If a dissertation is translated from Latvian into English, it is
possible to attract foreign experts to evaluate the dissertation and disseminate
the research findings in the international scientific space. Creative union repre-
sentative Matulis and Chairman of the Latvian Writers” Union Arno Jundze
support the translation of doctoral theses: on the one hand, it would benefit the
translators, but on the other hand, the translation services will cause additional
costs. They could be covered by the doctoral student, university or govern-
ment itself (LETA, 2019b, Dec 4; Jundze, 2019, Nov 20). However, the process is
relatively expensive, and the Minister of Education and Science Ilga Suplinska
believes that it is not necessary to produce a fully bilingual dissertation, but
that the international availability of the study can be attested to by the degree
applicant’s publications on the topic of the thesis (LETA, 2019b, Dec 4). Hence
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the suggestion to permit a choice of the language of the doctoral thesis, which
should be left to the universities (LETA, 2019b, Dec 4) or PhD student (LJZA,
2019, Dec 10; LIZDA, 2019, Nov 27).
The English language as the language for dissertations is mainly supported
by representatives of natural sciences. Ministry senior expert Brigita Kukjalko
claims that the proposal for a doctoral thesis in English has been made by natu-
ral sciences and engineering scholars on the basis of the increasing excellence
and the international participation and inclusion of young scientists (Kuzmina,
2019a, Nov 20). At Riga Technical University one third of doctoral students write
doctoral theses in English (TVNET/LETA, 2019, Nov 19). LJZA member Martins
Liberts (2019, Nov 21) puts forward his suggestions for writing a thesis in English:
1) the terms are undergoing a process of agreement, and a summary of the
thesis in Latvian serves to create new scientific terms;

2) science is international so the dissertation must be evaluated by one or two
foreign experts (this suggestion is also supported by LJZA (2019, Dec 10));

3) the dissertation defence process prepares young scientists for international
work;

4) a dissertation is written with a global purpose and will not only be valid
locally.

In conclusion, M. Liberts (2019, Nov 21) thinks that English is the “de facto
universal language of science at present”. Also, A. Jundze (2019, Nov 20) evalu-
ated arguments in favour of English in the natural sciences: science is one of the
areas that is “fastest to be international, unifying, and is renouncing nationality
for the sake of faster and easier communication”. As a result, the “rating (cita-
tion) business” is also being promoted and profitable for publishing houses.
He also concludes that English does not have an extensive enough vocabulary
in natural science fields and states that “the formulas of mathematics or phy-
sics are the same in all languages”. At the same time A. Jundze draws attention
to the fact that the vocabulary of the humanities and social sciences is at least
three or four times as large as that of the natural sciences, and that the effects of
Anglicisation may lead to a weakening of the humanities. In addition, it is not
always necessary to attract foreign reviewers for doctoral theses in the huma-
nities and social sciences, as these reviewers do not always understand the
national specifics of the research topic. Also, in the Alert Letter that was sent to
the Ministry, mainly humanities and social sciences are against English as the
only language of the doctoral thesis (TVNET/LETA 2019, Nov 19).

In general, it can be concluded that representatives of universities, research
institutes and organisations brought different views into the discussion. The
position of the Latvian language was defended, still allowing also the choice of
the language of the doctoral thesis which could be determined by the university
or doctoral student. The discussions also reflect the differing views of the natu-
ral sciences and humanities and social sciences on the language of the doctoral
thesis in an international or national context. Obviously, the specificity of rese-
arch in the field of science in an international or national context is significant,
and the choice of the language of the doctoral thesis also depends on it.
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LANGUAGE OF THE DOCTORAL STUDY PROCESS
IN THE VIEW OF THE LATVIAN ONLINE COMMUNITY

As we can see, there is a very diverse position among Latvian scientists
and academics, which in most cases is also revealed and non-anonymously
expressed in public. In this context, the question arises as to the views of the
wider (anonymous) public, who are not directly concerned with this subject in
their daily lives.

For this purpose, an empirical discourse content analysis approach has been
chosen that allows to inductively define categories of a particular discourse
(here the discourse on and around the language of the dissertation defence
process in Latvia) to draw conclusions about socio-communicative practices
in a given context. Discourse here, according to Andreas Gardt (2007, p. 26), is
understood as dealing with a topic, (1) what it implements in statements and
various types of texts; (2) involving a more or less large social group; (3) reflect-
ing the knowledge and attitudes of this group to the issue; (4) while actively
shaping it and thereby changing the social reality in the context of the issue.
In the early days of empirical discourse and content analysis, the press, news-
papers, etc. were widely used as sources. In recent years, there has been an
increasing focus on online media, as well as on debates, discussions, commu-
nication in online media, which could be called online discourse.

In order to determine the opinion of the Latvian public regarding the lan-
guage of the dissertation defence process and the role of the Latvian language
as a science language, a qualitative analysis of the content of the online dis-
course was done. Qualitative Content Analysis corpus was selected from 10
web portals between November 19, 2019 and December 8th from articles posted
about the Ministry’s draft report and the related role of the Latvian language in
science. Online media, or texts published online, have been selected for analy-
sis because of the dynamic nature of online communication and its ability to
quickly react to events. These considerations are based on the assumption that
online discourse will aid extraction of information in order to infer public opin-
ion about the language of the dissertation defence process in Latvia. A sub-
text type (genre) of ‘reader comment’ has been selected to determine public
opinion “socially ratified way of using a language with a particular type of
social activity” (Fairclough, 1995, p. 14). As a result, the corpus includes arti-
cles in which readers are actively engaged in communication by commenting
on their views. Therefore, communication in online media article comments is
no longer available as one-to-many communication, but it is gradually becom-
ing interactive many-to-many (Albrecht, 2014) communication between larger
groups of people or Online Community (on the difference between online
Community, virtual community, and web community see Finster 2011, p. 18).

This study qualitatively analysed 304 mostly anonymous comments added
as a reader’s interactive response to an issue discussed in an online article to
those already mentioned texts. It should be noted that the number of comments
in these articles was quite different, from four to 87 (in the most discussed text
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on the subject) (data recorded on January 10, 2020). The limited number of
comments' could be an indication that the role of the Latvian language in the
science space is relatively unimportant for the majority of the Online Commu-
nity. Due to the small amount of data, the comments of the selected texts were
analysed qualitatively, through continuous reading of the text, i.e., without the
use of computer/digital tools.

Before analysing the content of the online discourse of the language of the
dissertation defence process, it was clear that the comments on the articles of
the web portals had two opposing positions: for and against the Latvian lan-
guage in the PhD process. Given this assumption, it was important to identify
the categories of reasoning that underlie these views, thereby gaining insight
into the Latvian Online Community’s dominant position in the language
choice discourse within the PhD process.

The following is a discussion of the argumentative categories within the
analysis, stance taken by users for/against the issue, illustrated with examples
from the comments of anonymous readers.

As the first, the most frequently cited category of reader argumentation
is noted Latvian vs. English language status. The proportion of readers who
support English as the primary language of the PhD process mainly state that
English should be considered lingua franca in the international community of
scientists and academics: “Doctoral-level research and discoveries must be
documented in English for worldwide access” (at Paiders 2019, Nov 22) or
“Best literature available in English” (at LETA 2019a, Nov 27). Meanwhile, the
arguments of the defenders of the Latvian language as a language of the dis-
sertation defence process (as also seen in Part 2 above) express concern about
the impact on the status of the language: “if the Latvian language is not in the
advanced fields, the Latvian language will gradually become a second-class
language” (at LLVA 2019¢, Nov 28). Possibly influenced by the provocative
titles of articles published on Internet portals, readers’ comments also suggest
that in such a situation the Latvian language could become a “low class” (peas-
ant-like), household or conversation-only language.

In their language status arguments, English supporters explicitly state how
this section of readers sees the role of both languages in Latvian higher educa-
tion and science: “for important science in English, and for lectures for stu-
dents in Latvian” (LETA, 2019b, Dec 4). Namely, commentators believe that
the Latvian language will develop when a researcher prepares lectures and
study materials based on their research for students in Latvian but publishes
their papers in English.

Language usage and development is the next category of reasoning. For
example, with the rhetorical question “what use does the country and language
have from dissertations in English” (Paiders 2019, Nov 22) or the statement that
there will be “no development in Latvian without scientific terms” (LETA 2019a,

1 Observations show that, for texts of public interest, reader’s comments can reach 300 or more.
It should be noted that no relevant research has been done in the Latvian media environment,
so this should be considered as an individual observation of the authors.
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Nov 27) readers online point out the need to use language for all areas of life,
and hence the language development directly related to it. Otherwise, the Lat-
vian language will become a “stagnant, obsolete, profane language”, down to a
partial “death”. In this category of reasoning, there is an aspect that goes beyond
the scope of the dissertation process and the discourse of the language of science,
considering the development of the Latvian language as the task of the whole
nation: “in Latvia, our task is to develop the state language at all levels” (LETA
2019b, Dec 4). As a counterargument to this statement, it is stated that language
development and retention will not be ensured through the PhD process, but
that “care should be taken on a daily basis” (LETA 2019b, Dec 4).

Readers’ comments have also highlighted the work and mission of the
scientist. By supporting English as the language of the dissertation defence
process, readers point to the publication of research results, citation, a wider
readership, and greater visibility: “if we want our country to be seen as a high-
calibre academic blacksmith, English (or other foreign language) in which the
work can be read by speakers of other languages is, so to speak, «a must»”
(at LETA 2019a, Nov 27). There is even a dramatic reference to the “fate” of a
scientist’s work if it is drafted in the local state language: “a work written in
Latvian has disappeared for the rest of science” (LETA, 2019b, Dec 4). Some
commentators take this situation of the change of PhD processing language to
English as a possible step towards a change in the language used in the entire
education system.

They see it as a starting point for the gradual transition of the entire edu-
cation system to English: “what is the point of education in Latvian if foreign
language is forced in such a way?” (LETA 2019a, Nov 27) or “if dissertations
are written in English, the next step is higher education in English” (LETA
2019a, Nov 27).

Supporters of the English language also point out that the “most impor-
tant function of the doctoral thesis is the contribution to world science, not the
contribution to the Latvian language” (LETA, 2019b, Dec 4). In this regard, it is
stated as a counter-argument that the aim of the scientific and doctoral studies
is “general intellectual development of the people” (LETA, 2019a, Nov 27). In
the broader context, it is concluded: “scientists must serve not only science but
even more - life. In Latvia, scientific advancement papers must be written in
Latvian” (at TVNET/LETA, 2019, Nov 19).

The last and most interesting category contains the arguments referring to
the language as the cornerstone of a nation/country. The comments that sup-
port the Latvian language as the language of the dissertation defence process are
permeated by references to the inseparable link between language and nation,
or language as a key element of cultural identity. In the European context, of
course, this does not highlight the Latvian nation against the background of all
other nations. For example, as found by Pew Researcher Center in a study car-
ried outin 2017, surveyed Europeans, unlike the respondents in other continents,
stated that language was valued as a crucial component of their national identi-
ties (Stokes, 2017). Similarly, Latvian commentators directly associate language
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with the self-determination and existence of the Latvian people. For example,
some readers believe that the “prohibition” of the Latvian language in the PhD
process would be “genocide against the Latvian language and thus against the
Latvian people” (LETA, 2019a, Nov 27) or “anti-Latvian” (Viksne, 2019, Nov
20). The comments refer to discrimination, subordination of the nation and the
nation: “(...) we lose the opportunity to be equal among other nations” (LLVA,
2019a, Nov 20). Alongside the link between language and people, another inte-
resting aspect emerges in the argument, namely, the Latvian language as the
cornerstone of the Latvian state/statehood: “the actual prohibition of the Latvian
language in science is blatant harm to the Latvian state and the Latvian people”.
Some readers point to a return to the past: “we are losing an important conqu-
est of the nation state - our national higher education and science (...)” (LLVA,
2019a, Nov 20). In this regard, there is also a collective memory, referring to the
times of the former USSR, when the dissertation defence was only possible in
Russian: “yes, it seems that the spiral circle has restarted. We are where we were
before 1991. Only then did the dissertations have to be written in Russian. Now
in English. And now we do it ourselves. Regrettable” (Kuzmina, 2019a, Nov 20).
As can be seen in this description of the results of qualitative content analysis
of online discourse, the Latvian Online Community opinions differ radically on
the issue described. The central arguments in favour of English as the language
of the PhD process are language status and the work of the scholar, endlessly will
highlight the benefits of a global science space, if the research paper is written in
English (recognition, citability, communication with foreign colleagues, evalu-
ation). In turn Online Community members who are for the Latvian language as
a full-fledged language of the PhD process in their arguments mainly refer to the
three categories described, with particular reference to the status of the Latvian
language as an equivalent language (cultural identity) and Latvian statehood.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

Language choice is a complex matter for a scientist coming from a non-
-Anglophone space. Policy makers, as discussed in this paper, do not always
think about the variety of consequences and public outcry after not too well
thought out proposals of change in education policy. Within such rushed
documents they do not take the time to ask all involved stakeholders - the
doctoral students and their universities about what should be done based on
their needs and observations. Latvian science will not reach excellence only
because the doctoral dissertations are written in English; it should reach excel-
lence because of great research that is not influenced by language choice alone.

The events of late last year show that the language situation is a fragile
formation and its stability can easily be swayed by a single ill-thought-out and
incompletely drafted Ministry-published document, whose creators see only
one part without seeing other processes and predicting long-term consequ-
ences. The language of a state, which is protected by law and whose right to
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exist for everyone seems so obvious, can easily be placed in a potentially fragile
situation if at least one of its functions is compromised; in this case it is the use
of the state language in science.

In public discussions, representatives of the Ministry, universities and non-
-governmental organisations actively voiced their opinions on the issue of dis-
sertation language, that is, English or Latvian. The biggest divide in opinions is
found between the natural sciences and humanities and social science research
and the proliferation of this research specifically on a national and global context
that needs to be taken into account in the choice of dissertation language. There-
fore, the choice should be left to the doctoral student, whereas a summary of the
work written in a global science language or the national language would ensure
that there is multilingualism in science that aligns with the Helsinki Initiative
(Helsinki Initiative on Multilingualism in Scholarly Communication, 2020), and
ensuring the further development of a national language of science.

Unlike the swift reaction of various professionals, no matter which stance
they had taken, the stance of the Latvian public or the active Latvian Commu-
nity and its involvement in the discussion is relatively passive. This was shown
by the seemingly small number of comments under online articles describing
the situation. However, it should be noted that the Latvian Online Community
in this Ministry attempt to undermine the Latvian language as a language of
science did see it as a threat to the status of the language, its overall unlimited
usage and development. And if this is taken a step further - the limitation of
the usage of Latvian in science could threaten one of the cornerstones of natio-
nal identity and the statehood of Latvia.

The fight was fought and a compromise was reached. However, the still
unresolved issue is that the Ministry, which should take care of the existence
and development of public education and science in Latvia — a state with its
own national language — allowed such language discrimination with far-
-reaching destructive consequences by the means of just one draft document.
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