
The BalTic Sea Region
Cultures, Politics, Societies

Editor Witold Maciejewski 

The BalTic Sea Region
Cultures, Politics, Societies

Editor Witold Maciejewski 

A Baltic University Publication



Language and muLtiLinguaL societies
Introduction 229

Witold Maciejewski

INTRODUCTION

The aim of this section is to give some linguistic points to notions referring to the feeling of 
collective identity, as defined in the two foregoing parts of the present textbook. The most 
salient marker of our ethnic, social and territorial identity is our native language. It is often 
believed that the “mother tongue” runs into blood rather than is inherited as a part of our cul-
tural legacy from our ancestors. The origin of language is quite commonly identified with the 
origin of the humans. We inherit the spoken language; this is the primary stratum; and it is the 
pronunciation, which indirectly exposes our background for the native speakers. The mother 
tongue is a part of the ethnic language, used by a group of people we usually recognise as being 
closer to us than other peoples, speaking different, “foreign” vernaculars. The common lan-
guage unites us with our compatriots and discriminates from foreigners and aliens.

The ethnic languages are by linguists called “natural”, as opposed to artificial constructs, 
consciously created by their inventors, such as Esperanto. However, the “naturalness” of an 
ethnic language is in reality a quite composed state as many languages are built of quite dif-
ferent layers; some of them exist only in the primary, spoken version and other have been 
provided by their users with developed, codi-
fied and standarised “literary” dialects. While 
the spoken language has probably accom-
panied the development of humankind for 
more than 200 000 years, the origin of the 
written language can be traced to about 4000 
years before present time. Writing is obvious-
ly a late human invention, the most impor-
tant of all our inventions. It has influenced 
the development in an incomparable scale, 
especially during the last 150 years, when 
it became gradually accessible to all societal 
classes in our part of the world. Codification, 
standarising procedures and usage have trans-
formed some written languages into so-called 
standard languages, much less “natural” than 
the spoken dialects. We have to learn a stan-
dard language in a completely different way 
than when acquiring the mother tongue. The 
metaphor saying that “language runs into 
blood” would be inadequate when referred 
to our written language. Well-developed and 
complete written languages cover all domains 
of a society’s life and are parts of standardised 
and refined cultures. There are not many (less 

Figure 69. Ludwik Zamenhof ’s grave in the Jewish cem-
etery in Warsaw: Doktoro Lazaro Ludoviko Zamenhof, 
kreinto de Esperanto (the Inventor of Esperanto). Photo: 
Alfred F. Majewicz



than 100) of all about 7000 existing languages of the world, which have reached the highest 
stage. 

Distinctions and barriers between the written languages and vernaculars are of different 
nature. Vernaculars compose continua, their territories are not as strictly divided as the ter-
ritories of “national” languages. Transitory and mixed spoken languages are rather a rule than an 
exception, something that can not be said about the written languages. National languages are 
often seen as flags, important symbols, and that is why they are imposed on minorities. As a 
rule, vernaculars are mutually intelligible in a higher degree than the formal, written dialects. 
For instance, spoken versions of Belarusian, Polish and Ukrainian are mutually intelligible in 
a much higher grade than the written versions of these languages because of different alpha-
bets. The opposite relation illustrates Swedish and Danish which standard forms are closer 
to each other than the vernaculars. It can be then stated that the vernaculars can compose 
territorial units (“regions”) which may markedly differ from units pointed out by the standard 
languages. 

A linguistic search of a diversified multiethnic region has to consider the above-
mentioned dependencies between the territory and communicative relations. A lin-
guistic region can be defined (in a “hard” version) as an area of a common, inter-ethnic 
language or an area where the languages are mutually intelligible. According to these cri-
teria there are at least seven communities, covering the Baltic Sea region and stretching 
out of it parallelly to the East-West axis. The two largest and most populous are the Slavic- 
speaking community in the southeastern part of the region and the Nordic linguistic com-
munity in the North.

However, among about 50 languages of the region there is no one – nor spoken or written 
– that would symbolize our common “Baltic” identity. Though the Low German played the 
roll of a pan-Baltic lingua franca in the past, still it has not been replaced by any other of the 
local languages after the fall of Hansa. Only English, a “foreign language” for everybody in 
the region, spoken by relatively few inhabitants of the southern provinces of the region, is the 
candidate for the neutral “tool of communication”. All the local languages are ethnic tongues 
representing four different linguistic families or branches, and as a consequence, they are not 
mutually intelligible. Mixed languages do not unite Nordic, Slavic, Baltic nor Fennougric 
languages, there are no transitory dialects nor lingua francas either. Even a soft construction 
of a “linguistic region”, assuming existence of region-specific grammatical properties (but not 
necessary the intelligibility) has to fail in the case of the Baltic Sea region as defined by the 
ecologists. There are no specific “pan-Baltic” features, uniting the local languages. 

The analysis does not point out any Baltic linguistic differentia specifica. The first 
conclusion may be formulated negatively; the two largest communities (Nordic and 
Slavic) of the region are separated by a sharp barrier, testified both by lack of mutu-
al intelligibility and a small number of loanwords, which demonstrate that the lin-
guistic contacts between these communities have been of a small scale. No mixed 
languages, created by languages of these two communities, have been reported either, 
differently from the White Sea region, within which a Norwegian-Russian pidgin (the “Russo- 
Norsk”) has been in usage. On the other hand, linguistics can distinguish regions differently 
shaped than the ecological regions as defined by the Baltic co-operations. 

However, constructing regions may get a linguistic justification from a completely different 
point of view. According to the Baltic University Programme, the notion of the region has been 
provided with some values and postulates, related to the rights of minorities, multiculturality 
and security community. These values form also principles for language planning and pro-
tection of endangered and minority languages (there are at least 19 languages endangered or 
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dying in the Baltic region). Some of these ideas have already been implemented. For instance, 
the educational policy in Sweden has been changed towards an appreciation of minorities 
and minority languages. In year 2000 Saami, Finnish (Suomi), Meänkieli, Romani Chib and 
Yiddish became recognized as languages of instruction in the school system. Scandinavian 
solutions, even if still not implemented, seem to create a pattern, recommendable for the 
whole region. 

Predictions concerning the ways of linguistic integration within the Baltic region may be 
then in a part treated as an expression of wishes rather than derived from a thorough, study:

1.  Emergence of a new, “Baltic-English” speaking community is a result of activities 
around the Baltic Sea. In time to the development of these activities the communi-
ty is going to extend. For the time being less than 20% of grown-ups in the south- 
eastern Baltic sub-region can communicate in English. 

2.  Redefining of relations between majorities and minorities in accordance to the postu-
lated values of multiculturality is to be expected. Standards postulated by the European 
Union should encourage the so-called ‘post communist countries’ to improve the condi-
tions for their minorities, like conditions for Kashubian and Lemko in Poland (compare 
Sven Gustavsson’s remarks on that in the following chapter), Latvia and Estonia may 
also revise their policy of “constitutional nationalism” (compare Michał Buchowski’s 
chapter on culture, in this volume). A desired result of it should be a change of the 
traditional pattern of domination and maintenance of the linguistic diversity. 

The last prediction can be a self-verifying one. Contributions, collected in this part of 
our textbook represent a quite new direction of linguistic research; they are a study of com-
municative relations in a specific European region. Emergence of a new field of eurolinguistics 
is probably not too early to be announced.
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Glossary

Standard language:   A language (also called literary language) with a written form and a norm codified in 
grammars and dictionaries, used in all spheres of society.

Vernacular:   Language spoken in a country or region, especially as compared with the official lan-
guage of the country.

Lingua franca:   Language for communication over the borders of national languages. Today English, 
Russian and German are used as Lingua francas in the Baltic region.

Church language:   Language used exclusively in religious ceremonies, liturgy and holy texts. Latin (Catholic 
Church), Church Slavonic (Russian Orthodox Church) and Hebrew (Jewish church) 
are church languages in the Baltic Region.

Diglossia:   The use of two languages or language varieties in different social contexts. Linguistic 
minorities mostly live in a diglossic situation.

Bilingual:  A truly bilingual is a person able to use two languages equally well.
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