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THE SYSTEM OF PRONOMINAL ADDRESS IN LATVIAN:  
A SOCIOLINGUISTIC ASPECT 

Linda Lauze1 

 

Abstract: This paper represents the study of sociolinguistic variation. The Latvian language has two singular personal 

pronouns tu (T) and jūs (V) used for addressing one person but sociolinguistic processes in society reflects that the use of the 

T pronoun intensifies outside informal speech situations. The  aim of  the  research  is  to characterize the system of pronominal 

address as well as to test the steadiness of the V pronoun (jūs) in the Latvian language. The empiric part of the research is a 

qualitative study based on personal interviews, direct observation, and responses in two questionnaires distributed in 1999–

2000 and in 2018.  

The use of  Latvian address forms has been changed in comparison with the Soviet period. For instance, in education. It seems 

that the high prestige of English and changes of communication style in Latvia are one of the factors making a positive 

linguistic attitude to the wider use of the T pronoun. However, according to the results of the research, at present Latvians are 

not ready to reject the pronoun jūs. This was concluded in both questionnaires by answers of 85.5 % of respondents in 1999–

2000 and  87 % – in 2018. The Latvian personal pronoun jūs as a significant part of the address system is no doubt the feature 

of Latvia’s culture.  
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Introduction 

The Latvian language has a very rich system of address including pronominal address. On the one hand, 

the first name and the personal pronoun tu or jūs are used for an address. On the other hand, the form 

made of the surname in genitive case and title kungs ‘mister’ or kundze ‘madam’ following it exists as 

an address form in society. 

The speaker must choose one from two singular personal pronouns of the Latvian language, tu (T) being 

familiar and informal, whereas jūs (V) – polite and more formal. The juxtaposition of two pronouns of 

the 2nd person used for an address exist also in other European languages, for instance, French vous – 

tu, German Sie – du, Italian lei – tu, Russian vy – ty, Spanish usted – tu, Lithuanian jūs – tu – tamsta, 

though not in English. As John Lyons states, “Social psychologists have investigated the use of T and 

V in terms of the concepts of power and solidarity, on the one hand, and of reciprocal and non-

reciprocal, on the other. Generally speaking, we can say that non-reciprocal usage indicates an 

acknowledged difference of status” (Lyons, 1981, p. 318). 

In 2018 the following issue was proposed in the conference “Baltic Languages and Culture” at Klaipeda 

University (Lithuania) – what would you like to save in Baltic languages for future generations? It has 

suggested to return to the author’s research on the system of Latvian address after about twenty years 

and to test the significance of the pronoun V. The formal pronoun has disappeared in some languages, 

for instance, in English, Swedish. English thou was gradually lost in everyday speech in the 17th century 

and is sometimes used in poetry (Barber, 2004, p. 187).   

The  aim of  the  research  is  to characterize the system of pronominal address as well as to test the 

steadiness of the V pronoun (jūs) in the Latvian language taking into consideration a sociolinguistic 

aspect. As Latvia regained its status as an independent state, since the 1990s the sociolinguistic situation 

has changed dramatically in Latvia in comparison with the Soviet period. Speaking about lexical 

changes in Latvian colloquial speech, it is emphasized that the democratization of social processes left 

an impression of a rather great freedom of expression in the 1990s (Ernstsone, 1996).   Democratic 

tendencies, orientation towards the West as well as the influence of American sociolinguistic behavior – 

all these factors are reflected in the use of Latvian address. Sociolinguists are aware that colloquial 

speech as an informal and familiar variety of the language tends to the usage of the T pronoun. The 

impact of colloquial speech rules is intensified in mass media, advertisements, education (see Blūmane, 

2009).  

Review of the Literature 

The theoretical basis is findings of the theory of address forms which are reflected in works of Latvian 

and foreign linguists and other researchers (see Brown and Gilman, 1982; Brown and Levinson, 1987; 
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Trudgill, 2000; Spolsky, 2003; Kretzenbacher et al., 2006). The analysis of the pronominal address is 

set up using the theory of the pronouns of solidarity and power according to Brown and Gilman. The 

system of pronominal address is to be considered in close connection not only with the linguistic but 

also the social context as well. It is necessary to stress that the social context includes also the aspect of 

politeness (see Brown and Levinson, 1987; Spolsky, 2003; Lauze, 2019). 

In Latvia, several linguists have studied the use of address forms. Jānis Sīlis has described the issues of 

translation from a contrastive point of view (Sīlis, 1980; Sīlis, 2009). He has studied the use of address 

forms in the Soviet period when the address form biedri ‘comrade’ was used (Sīlis, 1988). Nowadays 

the address form biedri/biedre is not used any more. The author of this paper has analyzed age and 

gender differences in the usage of address including pronominal address (Lauze, 2001; 2002). Anda 

Blūmane has highlighted changes in schools in Latvia. Her research is based on direct observations of 

everyday communication among students, teachers and the school administration (Blūmane, 2009).  

Methodology 

The empiric part of the research is a qualitative sociolinguistic study based on personal interviews, 

direct observations during social events in which the author was a participant, and responses in 

questionnaires that stated the use of address forms involving pronominal address in Latvian.  

200 respondents took part in the first questionnaire. To compare these results of the survey data carried 

out in 1999–2000 the same methodology with the same number of respondents and the same sample 

was used in the second questionnaire distributed in 2018. The data involved age stratification beginning 

with the age of 15 till 65 and more with representatives in five groups covering all generations. There 

were 20 women and 20 men in each age group. All respondents are Latvians. Attention was also focused 

on differences among gender and age groups. 

Results 

When characterising the system of pronominal address it is necessary to point out that there exist two 

singular personal pronouns  in Latvian. As it is mentioned above, the V pronoun is polite and more 

formal, expressing respect when both communication partners do not have an equal social status or 

gender and age differences are important. The V pronoun reflects also distant relationship especially in 

official speech situations. Societal norms and speech etiquette set that a stranger is addressed by the V 

pronoun.  The T pronoun is used by persons who are acquainted, who have close relationship and who 

do not have a great difference of age or social status. The T pronoun dominates when family members, 

other children up to age 16, close friends, classmates, persons practicing the same hobby, etc. are being 

addressed. In certain speech situations the T pronoun contains semantics of contempt and anger (see 

also Brown and Gilman, 1982).  

When analysing the answers to the question Do you mind if a stranger addresses you by tu without a 

previous agreement?, the results show a rather democratic linguistic attitude. Almost half of the 

respondents only sometimes do not accept possibility if a stranger addresses him/her by the T pronoun 

without a previous agreement (see Table 1). According to societal norms and traditions of the Latvian 

culture the V pronoun have to be used in the conversation with a stranger.  

Table 1: Linguistic attitude to the use of the T pronoun without a previous agreement 

Answers % 

Negative 42 28.5 

Sometimes negative 41.5 45 

Positive 16.5 26.5 

Source Author 1999–2000 Author 2018 

Although 16.5 % of positive answers given by respondents in 1999–2000 have risen to 26.5 % in 2018 

strengthening the new function of the T pronoun, in communication with a stranger the V pronoun is 

more appropriate (see also Lauze, 2019).  

The use of  Latvian address forms has been changed in comparison with the Soviet period. For instance, 

in education. At school, the address skolotāj ‘teacher’ is the same but the forms for addressing him/her 

differ. This title and the last name following it was used in the Soviet period, however, nowadays the 

form skolotāj/skolotāja with the first name following it dominates. In Latvian it is possible to use the 
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first name with the T pronoun and also the first name with the V pronoun as a semi-official form of 

address.  

Let us illustrate this change by the following part of the dialogue between the author attending a primary 

school in the Soviet period and her first primary school teacher, an about 65 years old lady.  

The author said, “Teacher, I don’t know your name.” 

The teacher asked, “Have you forgotten it? 

The author answered, “No, I have not. I know only your surname. Now when I started receiving 

messages from my son’s teacher signed a teacher Rita I suddenly realized that I don’t know your first 

name.”  

The teacher exclaimed, “Oh! I am Velta.” 

At present taking into consideration the multicultural context the tendency to use the T pronoun wider 

has arisen doubts about the steadiness of the Latvian V pronoun. Do Latvians need the V pronoun? 

A 23 years old female student says: “It is like a fence. A fence between  us that separate us but it is also 

like  a sheltering wall that protects  me from you and you from me.” 

Answering to the question Would it be necessary to reject pronoun jūs addressing one person in the 

Latvian language? the negative answer dominates (see Table 2). 

Table 2: Steadiness of the pronoun jūs 

Answers % 

Negative 85.5 87 

Positive 3 2 

Don’t know 11.5 22 

Source Author 1999–2000 Author 2018 

There is no big difference in the results of both questionnaires. It is necessary to emphasize that  the 

percentage of the answer  don’t know is higher now. About 20 years ago all representatives of the older 

group (65 and more years old respondents) gave an answer  no being sure that they need the formal 

pronoun jūs. There is no age or gender group reflecting the same result – a strict no as 100 % of all 

answers. 

To test a traditional linguistic attitude versus a modern one, not only the knowledge of language is 

important but also the use of language in communication. Similar to German, “in spite of the two 

competing systems, there are still clear cut rules that lead to the generally accepted use of T and V in 

many standard situations” (Kretzenbacher et al., 2006, p. 17.2.). The steadiness of traditional rules of 

societal norms and politeness show answers to the question In case a journalist addresses a person 

he/she is interviewing in everyday communication by the pronoun tu which pronoun should be used in 

the interview? 81.82 % of respondents prefer the use of the V pronoun in this public speech situation 

and only 18.8 % choose the T pronoun according the results of the questionnaire distributed in 2018. 

Discussion  

This ability of Americans to build contact, a social bridge with an interlocutor in a very short time, say, 

the first five minutes of conversation is reflected in the use of first name and the T prounoun for an 

address in the Latvian language. In many cases it is evaluated positively in Latvia too. When analysing 

the use of the pronominal address, Blūmane considers an innovation in the Latvian language that is “the 

expansion of the use of the  pronoun tu in situations where the respectful and reverential address form 

Jūs was used a few decades ago” (Blūmane, 2009, 206). 

Paradoxically, the following stereotype is widespread that foreign languages without the special formal 

pronoun do not have such difficulties in communication, for instance, awkwardness, as in Latvian. In 

this context Latvian and English are often compared. Let us illustrate this point of view by the quotation 

from an interview: 

- In the English language everything is simple. They have only one personal pronoun to use in 

addressing somebody. And that is you which means both tu and jūs simultaneously (female 

student, 19 years old). 
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It causes translation difficulties “related not only to sociocultural and sociopragmatic differences in 

semantics of pronominal address forms, but also to differences of similar character in situational 

contexts of source and target languages” (Sīlis, 2009, 235). 

It is necessary to point out that the Latvian language as a flexive language shows the choice of pronoun 

in a sentence by using a singular or plural verb form of the 2nd person even in case the pronoun is missed 

because Latvian grammar allows such ellipsis. In everyday communication the following phenomena 

is sometimes observed that in speech situation when one of the speakers is not sure of his/her social 

relationships as close, semi-official or distant and therefore also by choosing the appropriate pronoun 

between T and V, he/she uses the pronoun of the 3rd person in an implicated form of address.  

It does not mean that the juxtaposition of formal and informal varieties does not exist in English. “The 

addressee will affect the forms of language used by the speaker/writer (e.g. a speaker is likely to speak 

differently to close friends and to a boss at work).” (A Dictionary of Sociolinguistics, 2004, p. 5) 

Although English has lost the thou/you distinction, it still offers a range of address forms Title Alone, 

Title + Surname to First Name to Multiple Names (Spolsky, 2003, p. 21). At the same time the level of 

solidarity in communities speaking English and Scandinavian languages is very high and it is reflected 

in the use of address forms. 

English is of enormous importance, leaving a noticeable and less noticeable impact on other European 

languages. The apparent acceptance of English makes it not only a globalized language but also a 

medium and channel of globalization (Veisbergs, 2012, p. 104). Maija Brēde in her study of English 

borrowings in Latvian has shown that about 10 years ago assimilated English words were used with 

Latvian endings and spelling according to their pronunciation in adapted form (Brēde, 2016). At present 

on the Internet and in other texts it is observed that English words are used in the original. This looks 

like a dangerous tendency for the Latvian language and shows that the influence of English has become 

aggressive.  

Conclusions 

The collective ethnolinguistic vitality of Latvian can be evaluated as high, taking into consideration 

demographic factors, institutional support, and its status of the state language (Druviete, 2017, p. 32). 

However, we live under the impact of global English. It seems that the high prestige of English and 

changes of communication style in Latvia are one of the factors making a positive linguistic attitude to 

the wider use of the T pronoun. Communication is not isolated from the surrounding world; it exists in 

a multicultural context. Studies of spoken communication point out that the influence of the rules of 

colloquial speech are intensified outside the informal field of activity. 

According to the results of the research, it seems that at present Latvians are not ready to reject the 

pronoun jūs. It was concluded in both questionnaires by answers of 85.5 % of respondents in 1999–

2000 and 87 % – in 2018.There is a small change in the use of Latvian pronouns tu and jūs, nevertheless, 

the role of the pronoun tu is increasing. The first name and the T pronoun following it is a typical 

informal address form but the first name and the V pronoun are used as sociolinguistic variation for 

semi-official address reflecting the specific significance of the V pronoun in an untypical model. The 

Latvian personal pronoun jūs as a significant part of the address system is no doubt a feature of Latvia’s 

culture.  
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