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Abstract

This paper primarily focuses on the family language policy of bilingual Russian-Estonian and
Russian-Spanish families in relation to the maintenance of Russian as a heritage language. Its main
objective is to identify social factors that either help or hinder this process. In doing so, this paper
searches for commonalities and specificities of the mainstream attitudes towards Russian as a
heritage language in Estonia and Spain, by analysing the sociolinguistic situation of Russian in both
countries and by examining the factors conditioning the maintenance of Russian as a heritage
language in family settings. Our research is based on an in-depth analysis of a variety of sources,
mainly quantitative statistical and demographic data on self-reported language behaviour and
language ideologies in mixed families from Estonia (n =40) and Spain (n = 40). The main results
of our comparative study confirm the general positive attitude towards Russian as a heritage
language, but they also highlight an important variability of these attitudes both between countries
and within each community. We show that these attitudes directly determine the principles of family
language policy, the parents’ strategies to transmit Russian as a heritage language, and the level of
proficiency in Russian as a heritage language in the second generation. These results allow us to
conclude that, as a heritage language, Russian relies on strong attitudinal support in even small
communities, like Estonian or Spanish, but also that its confident transmission should rely on
external subsidy.
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Hayynag craTbs

CemeiHas I3bIKOBAsA MOJIMTUKA B PYCCKO-3CTOHCKOU
U PYCCKO-UCNIAHCKO¥M MHOTOSI3bIYHOM cpeje

Ouibra UBAHOBA!, Anacracust 3ABPOJICKASI?

'Vuupepcurer CanamManku
Canamanka, Ucnanus
2TaNIMHCKHU YHUBEPCUTET
Tannun, cmonuss

AHHOTALUA

B naHHO# cTaThe OCHOBHOE BHUMAHHE YICIAETCS SI3bIKOBOM ITOJIUTHUKE, KOTOPOU MPUICPIKUBAIOTCS
JIBYSI3bIYHBIE PYCCKO-3CTOHCKHE M PYCCKO-HCIAHCKUE CEMbHU MO OTHOIIEHUIO K COXPAHEHHIO pyC-
CKOTO s13bIKa KaK yHaclieoBaHHOTr0. OCHOBHAS 1IeJIb CTAaThU — ONPEICIUTh COIIMANbHbBIE (PaKTOPBbI,
KOTOpBIE JTHOO TIOMOTaIOT, JIMOO MPEISITCTBYIOT ATOMY Mpotieccy. JlaHHas cTaThsi pacCMaTpUBaET
o01He 4epThl U crenu(pUKy rI00aTbHBIX OTHOIICHUH K PYCCKOMY SI3bIKY KaK YHACJIeIOBAHHOMY
B OcToHuM U VCHaHWK Ha OCHOBE aHAJIM3a COIMOJMHIBHCTUYCCKOW CHTYallMHd PYCCKOTO SI3bIKA
B 00€HUX CTpaHax W HUCCIeHI0BaHUs (PaKTOPOB, KOTOPBIE CIIOCOOCTBYIOT MOMICPIKKE PYCCKOTO s3bIKa
KaK yYHACJIEJOBAHHOTO B CEMbBSIX. JTO MCCIICIOBAHUE OCHOBAHO HA MTyOOKOM aHAIH3€ Pa3IHIHBIX
HCTOYHHUKOB, BKIIOYAs KOJMYCCTBEHHBIC CTATHCTHYCCKUE W JeMorpadUuecKue TaHHBIE O CaMo-
OIICHKE SI3BIKOBOTO TTOBEJICHUS U S3BIKOBBIX HCOJIOTHI B CMEIIAHHBIX CeMbsiX JcToHuH (n = 40)
u Ucnanuu (n = 40). OCHOBHBIE PE3yJIbTATHI 3TOr0 CPABHUTEIHLHOTO UCCIIEAOBAHMUS OATBEPKIAIOT
o0l11ee MOJI0KUTEIBHOE OTHOIICHHUS K PYCCKOMY SI3bIKY KaK YHACTICJOBAHHOMY, HO OHU TaK)Ke MO/
YEPKUBAIOT €r0 3HAYUTEIHHYIO BAPUATUBHOCTD KaK MEXK/y CTpaHAMH TaK U BHYTPH KaXJ0r0 C000-
miecTBa. Mbl yKa3blBaeM Ha TO, KaK 3TO OTHOIICHHE HANPSMYIO BIUIET HA CEMEUHYIO SI3bIKOBYIO
MOJIUTUKY, POUTENBCKUE CTPATETHH B TIepeiade PyCCKOro s3bIKa KaK YHACIEIOBAHHOTO, a TAKIKE
Ha ypOBEHb BJIAJICHUS PYyCCKUM S3bIKOM KaK YHACJIEJIOBAHHBIM BO BTOPOM ITOKOJICHUH. DTH PE3yJib-
TaThl JAIOT HaM BO3MOXKHOCTb 3aKIIIOYHTh, YTO PYCCKUH SI3bIK KaK YHACJICAOBAHHBIN IOJIaraeTcs
Ha 3HAYUTEIHHYIO DMOIIMOHAIBHYIO MOIACPKKY JaKe B TaKUX MAJICHBKHUX COOOIIECTBaX Kak
SCTOHCKAsl M MCITAHCKAs, a TAKXKE YTO UL €ro YCIEIIHOrO MOJAepKaHusI HEOOXOIUMBI BHEIITHHE
cyOcumuu.

KiroueBble CJI0Ba: pyccKuil A3bIK, «IPUMANICHBILY (YHACIEO08AHHbIN) A3bIK, 08Ys3bluUe, YNpaesie-
Hue szvikamu, Icmonus, Ucnanus

J1s uuTHpOBAaHUS

Ivanova O., Zabrodskaja A. Family language policy in Russian-Estonian and Russian-Spanish
multilingual settings. Russian Journal of Linguistics. 2021. Vol. 25. Ne 4. P. 1047-1070.
https://doi.org/10.22363/2687-0088-2021-25-4-1047-1070

1. Introduction

Since the dissolution of the USSR in 1991, more than seven and a half million
people emigrated from the former Soviet republics in search of better social and
economic opportunities. A significant number of ex-Soviet expatriates settled in
Europe. Germany and Israel — historical destinations for citizens from the former
USSR — again became the main centres of attraction during the 1990s, and Southern
European countries, such as Italy and Spain, attracted more professional and
economic migration from the 2000s on (Denisenko 2020).

As a result, new areas of Russian as a heritage language (RHL) have formed
in different parts of the world. Besides the traditional milieux, Russian is becoming
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increasingly common in new settlement sites, where Russophone diaspora opted to
maintain Russian because of its role as a lingua franca for Russian-speakers from
former Soviet countries (Maximova et al. 2018, Pavlenko 2006, Pencheva 2017),
its intense commodification (Muth 2017) and its extension to professional areas,
like health-care (Suryanarayan 2017). Presently, the number of Russian-speakers,
both native and non-native, living outside Russia is almost equal to speakers living
in the homeland (Aref’ev 2014, Ryazanova-Clarke 2014). However, there are still
many socio-political settings in Europe where Russian is widely used but where its
situation is also shifting, uncertain or unstudied. Divergences among post-Soviet
states are sometimes huge (for a global overview, see Pavlenko 2013), and some
national situations are still undergoing major sociolinguistic changes. In the Baltic
countries, post-Soviet languages policies of the early 1990s shaped a new social
modality for the Russophone population: over the course of three decades, Russian
changed from being the dominant official to being a foreign language. These thirty
years have given Estonia (as well as Latvia and Lithuania) the first generation of
residents who learnt Russian as a native (or one of the first) language/s under its
official status as foreign.

In addition, Russian is emerging as a diaspora language in some European
countries where it has not previously had an important presence but where the
number of Russian-speakers has been steadily increasing. Russophones arrive for
different reasons, and in some cases, they will to uproot themselves from their
original culture. This is frequent among Russophones in Spain, where more than
70,000 Russians (not counting Russophones from other ex-Soviet states) has settled
since 2000 in different parts of the country. At present, a large number of Spanish
Russophones intermarried with Spaniards and are raising children with RHL.

In this paper, we focus on these two countries — Estonia and Spain — which
represent the challenging socio-political cases described above. Our aim is to
understand the principles of family language management in intermarriages in these
countries and, consequently, to offer an outline of the vitality, functionality and
ideological value of Russian in these under-determined sociolinguistic milieu. We
define both of them as ‘under-determined’ for not endorsing the acquisition and use
of Russian, but leaving the decision to family agents. In line with previous research
(Lanza 2007), we maintain that family language policy, management and attitudes
greatly influence the process of heritage language maintenance, reflecting the
ideological and social position of parents on their languages (King et al. 2008).

Concerning heritage language transmission, family language policy is closely
linked to parental language everyday language management activities (Schwarz
2008). In intermarriages, family language policy plays a very important role in
regulating its continuity and even social vitality (Pillai et al. 2014). Making
decisions regarding home language policy may become challenging for
transnational families, specifically when they have to “choose” which of the
languages will fulfil which role within and outside the family setting (Hirsch & Lee
2018). In this research, based on the classic Spolsky (2012) model of family

1049



Olga Ivanova and Anastassia Zabrodskaja. 2021. Russian Journal of Linguistics 25 (4). 1047-1070

language policy as a conglomerate of ideologies, management and practices, we ask
which social factors determine the degree of vitality of RHL in different diaspora
settings and why in apparently similar social circumstances the maintenance and
transmission of RHL may differ greatly. The sociolinguistic settings we analyze are
under-determined: in both Estonia and Spain, Russophones are left to their own
devices in deciding whether to maintain RHL with their children. We should
emphasise that the situations compared in this study are not chosen randomly. As
sociolinguistic settings where the presence of RHL is notable, despite their vast
differences, Estonia and Spain share common social and political traits. In this
sense, the present study provides a novel contrastive perspective on family language
policy in two partially similar and partially dissimilar sociolinguistic settings.
Previous information on contrasts between Estonia and Spain can only be found in
studies conducted by Laitin (1992) and Branchadell (2011) comparing issues of
language normalisation and the policy regarding Russian and Spanish in Estonia
and Catalonia, respectively. To our knowledge, no previous research has been
conducted regarding the sociolinguistic situation of RHL in these two countries,
though such a contrastive study could provide interesting data on the vitality of
RHL as shown in related works, for example Karpava, Ringblom & Zabrodskaja
(2018, 2019, 2020, 2021). As a result, the present research will contribute to the
growing but still scarce research on RHL, especially in Europe.

2. Russian as a heritage language in Estonia and Spain:
similarities and differences

The presence of RHL in Estonia and Spain is defined by several common
characteristics that allow for inter-country comparison. However, there are also
some sociolinguistic differences, which allow for interesting contrasts of the roles
and values of RHL in small communities.

Let us start by defining Estonia and Spain as geopolitical milieus for RHL
development. In both, there is an intra-continental relationship with the country of
origin of Russian-speaking migrants, which is favourable for maintaining close and
frequent links with the motherland. In the case of Estonia, there is a direct border
with Russia that connects Estonian and Russian languages and cultures, and this
eases the transmission of linguistic and cultural heritage values (see Karpava et al.
2020). However, in Spain, Russian-speaking host countries (if we assume that some
post-Soviet nationals are Russian-speaking and bilingual in their national language
and Russian) are more than 3000 kilometres away, which prevents continuous and
direct contact. This fact influences the way in which Russian-speaking communities
in both countries reinforce ties with the Russian language through homeland trips
and direct contact with Russian-speaking communities in nearby countries (e.g.,
Karpava et al. 2020). Previous studies (see, for example, Garcia 2003, for a review)
highlighted the possible impact of geographical distance from the homeland on
heritage language transmission.

In Spain, trips to the homeland are costly and time-consuming in comparison
with Estonia, and only well-to-do families can afford annual home visits. The
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Russian language is definitely a minority language in both Estonia and Spain,
although this subordinate role differs in terms of the relationship with the official
language. In Estonia, Russian does not have a classic minority-majority relationship
with Estonian: its historical presence in Estonia during the second part of the 20th
century as a language of interethnic communication determined that even today
there are many L1 speakers of Russian despite the one-official-language policy. In
Spain, Russian is just one of the immigrant languages, on a par with Arabic,
Romanian, Ukrainian, Polish and Portuguese. In this sense, the relationship
between Russian and Spanish in Spain follows a classic model of minority-majority
languages. In any case, Russian in Estonia and Spain has the same status as a foreign
language.

As for language legislation, Estonia and Spain have both similar and different
ways of treating immigrant languages. In both countries, there is only one state
language: Estonian and Spanish respectively, though the Spanish Constitution
recognises two official languages in bilingual regions of the country. English is an
L2 language in both Estonia and Spain, although it is used in different ways. Many
Estonians, especially younger ones, speak English fluently; though in Spain
knowing English is almost fully limited to the youngest generation. This is crucial
for understanding family language policies in intermarriages: in the case of Spain,
few mixed families can rely on English as a family lingua franca and this
strengthens the position of Spanish as the main means of communication.

2.1. Russian in Estonia: historical and sociolinguistic background

Since the break-up of the USSR in 1991, there have been multiple
sociolinguistic changes related to the de facto and de jure status of the Russian
language. Estonian was declared the only official language again (as it was during
the first period of independence, in 1918-1940), and the goal was set to promote
bilingualism amongst the Russian-speaking communities living in Estonia. For this
reason, the post-Soviet urban socio-cultural-linguistic environment has attracted
scholarly interest “as a contested linguistic space, where emotional exchanges over
language-related issues are fodder for the daily news” (Pavlenko 2008: 275).
However, as large-scale survey research showed (Ehala & Zabrodskaja 2013), the
picture of a strict division of the Estonian society along ethnolinguistic lines is an
oversimplification. Russian-speakers do not form a single unitary category with a
uniform value system and attitudes but show different tendencies about culture and
language maintenance or assimilation. Thus, the integration of the Russian-
speaking population in Estonia varies from full integration to a complete lack of
integration, and the sociolinguistic background itself is quite uneven.

There is a great deal of sociolinguistic research on the Russian-speakers of
Estonia (Kemppainen et al. 2004, Verschik 2005, Adamson & Tshuikina 2015,
Karpava et al. 2018, to mention just a few). Much of what is known about them is
that Russian-speakers are in a socially subordinate position as speakers of a
minority language in Estonia. Estonian Russian-speakers cannot be considered a
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typical minority group due to socio-historical factors. But this is not a typical
postcolonial setting either: their language has not retained the powerful position
that, for example, French and English have retained in much of present-day Africa
or India.

Russian was the dominant language of a number of different ethnicities in the
territory of the Soviet Union who settled in Estonia during the Soviet period. As
their common identity is constructed mainly by means of the Russian language,
these groups might be called Russian-speaking communities without distinguishing
their different ethnic backgrounds. Most of them had to adapt to the Estonian post-
independence language policy, which requires certified proficiency in the Estonian
language in order to be hired for certain jobs and to participate fully in the socio-
political life of the country, which has systematically led to the formation of
individual bilingualism in the Russian community.

As of January 2021, the population of Russians in Estonia was estimated at
320,000, which is 24% of the total population (1.3 million people). According to
the Population and Housing Census (2011), there are representatives of 192 ethnic
nationalities living in Estonia and 157 languages are spoken as mother tongues. The
same census also showed that the share of Russian-speakers is 29.6%. This means
that there are other ethnicities that use Russian as their first language. This is why
it would be more accurate to use the term ‘Russian-speaker,’ rather than ‘Russian.’
As Laitin (1998) noted, the “Russian-speaking population” is a sub-identity of
Russians, not a new category of identity in post-Soviet Estonia.

The sizeable Russian-speaking population of Estonia lives very compactly:
only 20% live in majority Estonian-speaking areas. Almost half of the Russian-
speaking population lives in Tallinn and a third in Ida-Viru County, a region that is
economically weaker than the country as a whole. Here, the density of the Russian-
speaking population is extremely high.

Estonia offers Russian-language instruction in basic schools; secondary
education must be at least 60% in the Estonian language. The local Russian-
language cultural life and media are fairly poor in comparison with Russia’s. A
strong factor is that families, whether only Russian-speaking or Russian-Estonian
bilingual, maintain close (family, cultural and economic) ties with Russia, and this
impacts the ethnic, cultural and linguistic identities of Russian-speaking family
members and children.

Russian-speaking people live in a bilingual society in Estonia, where Estonian
is the dominant and prestigious language. In fact, to get Estonian citizenship, among
other requirements, one must pass an Estonian language proficiency examination
and an examination of knowledge of the Constitution of the Republic of Estonia
and the Citizenship Act. This influences parental decisions about educational
trajectories, especially when considering that the Estonian language proficiency
examination is not required if a person has acquired basic, secondary or higher
education in Estonian.

Estonia is not a destination for significant transnational migration currently:
still, globalisation has increased the importance of English for the Estonian-
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speaking and Russian-speaking populations. In general, in Estonian society Russian
is still associated with Soviet occupation (Best 2013), although at the beginning of
the 21% century Russian was still the preferred language for interethnic contacts in
Estonia and was the main language of information in the sphere of Russian-
speakers, who built their identities with Russian in mind (Siiner 2006: 162).

2.2. Russian in Spain: a recent story

Russian arrived in Spain at the end of the 20" century because of massive
migration from ex-Soviet countries to the West. During the 1960s and 1970s, Spain
was a country of emigrants (Babiano & Farré 2002), but from the late 1980s on
Spain began receiving immigrants (Corkill 2001). Currently, Spain is one of the
most important magnets for CIS immigrants in Europe (Denisenko 2020: 118).

Unlike the Baltic countries, Mediterranean states attracted post-Soviet
immigration for three main reasons: an easy-to-merge-into labour market, even
after the financial crisis of 2008; a favourable climate; and a social environment
usually open and friendly to foreigners. Even in 2020, despite the world health
crisis, many people from the CIS still settled in Spain. Among the top host states
for immigrants, Mediterranean countries are not only attractive for their climate and
favourable labour markets but also for their relaxed immigration policies, initiated
in the 1990s (Leifsen & Tymczuk 2012) and characterised by frequent
regularisation waves (Alted 2006), as well as for ease of integration into the open-
minded Spanish society.

In Spain, immigrants from Russia now number approximately 78,000, which
is 75,500 more than in 1998 (official data provided by the Spanish National Institute
for Statistics), i.e. the number of Russian migrants has grown by a factor of 30 in
21 years. This situation places Spain among countries with low rates of Russian
native speakers — the Russophone diaspora is not on the list of the biggest immigrant
communities given in Alted (2006) — compared to such countries as the USA, Israel
and Finland.

It is, however, necessary to consider two factors to understand the size of the
presence of Russian in Spain. First, not only immigrants from Russia use the
Russian language; many immigrants from other East European and even Asian CIS
states are users of Russian as L1 (not to mention those who use it as an L2 for
interethnic communication). For this reason, it is difficult to estimate how many
Russian-speakers live in Spain, since there is no data on how many immigrants from
other CIS countries use Russian in their everyday life. Finally, the official data on
immigrants only include those legally established in Spain and do not take into
account speakers who reside illegally.

Migration reasons are key social factors in explaining the levels of RHL in
Spain. Russian is definitely a heritage language there, if we consider its definition
by Scontas, Fuchs & Polinsky (2015) as a language spoken uniquely at home,
whereas the community itself speaks another, dominant language, both being learnt
since early childhood, either simultaneously or sequentially but with a short time
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difference between them. What makes Russian a heritage language in Spain
involves several characteristics defined in literature, such as its local sociolinguistic
status and its condition as a minority language, in the sense that it is learnt at home
as opposed to in society (Montrul 2016: 15—16).

The opportunity to maintain Russian in Spain is heterogeneous, uneven and,
generally, limited. There are several non-official schools of Russian language and
culture for immigrants in different parts of Spain, which were created and are led
by associations or alliances of ex-pats. Their presence is dominant on the eastern
shore and in the large urban areas, where CIS immigrants are concentrated. Thus,
families isolated from CIS immigrant centres usually do not have opportunities to
provide their children with Russian language instruction outside the family setting.
In addition, natural exposure to the Russian language is very limited!.

Despite the major reorganisation of language attitudes and preferences in CIS
countries, most of the post-Soviet community in Spain still uses Russian as a lingua
franca, with many asymmetric bilinguals in the diaspora. For many of them,
Russian was a minority language in their native countries, but currently many
immigrants use it as the main linguistic means.

Within the community, one of the factors affecting the maintenance of Russian
is the practical absence of any other means to communicate with new in-laws:
Spanish people, especially those over 40, are rarely proficient in any other language
than Spanish. Many immigrants acquire Spanish so easily and quickly that they
decide (only somewhat voluntarily) to become Spanish-speakers, inhibiting the
maintenance of Russian. Definitely, this situation creates specific sociolinguistic
conditions for the maintenance of RHL in Spain. One of the most outstanding
features of this situation is that, although first-generation speakers frequently rely
on intense contact with a Russian-speaking network, second-generation speakers
usually do not have much exposure to Russian in their everyday social
communication.

3. Methodological considerations

Language practices are directed by attitudes and ideologies about the social
value of languages, and heritage language transmission is a good example of this
bottom-up process. Actually, attitudes to languages in contact between minority
(heritage) and majority groups, from both the in-group and the out-group, can have
an extensive effect on heritage language maintenance and shift (Jenkins 2018).

! Only three Spanish universities — in Madrid, Granada and Barcelona — offer official degrees
in Slavic Philology (Guzman Tirado 2017), although many university language centres offer courses
in Russian for adults, mainly students and teachers. Among Spanish official schools of languages
which admit students over 14 years old, only a few offer courses in Russian from level Al to level
B2. The Embassy of the Russian Federation in Madrid runs a comprehensive school offering primary
and secondary education that follows Russian language legislation, but the total number of pupils in
the last school year was only 88.

1054



Olga Ivanova and Anastassia Zabrodskaja. 2021. Russian Journal of Linguistics 25 (4). 1047-1070

In Estonia and in most parts of Spain (excluding bilingual communities),
mixed families with Russian members typically use the majority language —
Estonian and Spanish, respectively — and Russian. In order to understand language
management in intermarriages in both countries, we conducted parallel fieldwork
studies aimed at understanding which social factors shape positive and negative
attitudes towards the maintenance of RHL. We applied a quantitative approach
based on a questionnaire with both closed and open questions, the content of which
was similar to standard inquiries in heritage language studies for immigrant parents
(see, for example, Nesteruk’s (2010) study of East European immigrants in the
USA). The originality of our approach consists of applying similar protocols in two
different countries, Estonia and Spain, and collecting comparable data from these
two sociolinguistic milieus.

In our study, we do not consider gender differences, income or socioeconomic
status information. In addition, the complexities connected with the term ‘ethnicity’
did not permit the collection of data on ethnic origin: we decided to talk about our
study participants as self-reported Russian-speakers, or Russophones. These factors
may partly bias the results. In the analysis of data proceeding from the fieldwork,
we will use De Houwer’s (1999) model combining language ideology, use and
development: we thus will analyse the relationship between language practices in
the home, parents’ attitudes towards RHL maintenance and transmission, and
perceived proficiency in RHL. Although we admit that a more qualitative approach
would provide us with a deeper and more detailed perspective on language attitudes
and practices in migrant families, the scope of the present paper is limited to
quantitative data on overt attitudes and ideologies.

3.1. Russian as a heritage language in mixed families in Estonia:
the present study in context

As described above, Russian has had a long history in Estonia and most
Russian-speakers are not recent immigrants but have lived in Estonia their whole
lives. Studies on the Russian language and culture in Estonia showed that in the last
three decades Russian has assumed a new sociolinguistic position because of
political changes and changes in the attitudes of Estonian society. Now, Russian
has a lower status than Estonian does, and this creates a feeling of belonging to a
language minority group among its speakers (Kemppainen et al. 2004).
Intermarriages between ethnic Estonians and Russian-speakers are not frequent
(Best 2013). However, many opt to live in common law marriages. This is why
many mixed families remain invisible or unreachable for research without the use
of a strong social network or a skilled implementation of snowball sampling.

In their recent comparative research, Karpava et al. (2018) found that Russian-
speaking members of mixed families in Estonia usually had bilingual Russian-
Estonian language identity, used Estonian at home more than Russian and,
importantly, did not always use RHL with their children. They concluded that
Estonia did not favour the maintenance of Russian as a minority language because
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of the general negative attitude to Russia, which meant that L1 Russian-speaking
parents experienced higher rates of social negativity. As a result, only half of the
children from mixed marriages in Estonia spoke and understood Russian, and only
a quarter of them could read and write Russian, while most Russian-speaking
population felt discriminated against for their language use.

In the present study, the families had children who attended kindergartens
and/or schools with Estonian as the language of instruction or were in Estonian-
language immersion programmes. As the Spanish sample consists of 97% females,
in Estonia a total of 40 Russian-speaking mothers were chosen from those who
answered semi-structured questions about their social and sociolinguistic
characteristics and open-ended questions regarding language use, transmission and
maintenance, as well as attitudes to all of these processes in their families. The
average age of the participants was 38, with SD = 6.8; all 40 participants were
women who lived in different parts of Estonia, including such bilingual regions as
Tallinn and Maardu, and the mainly Russian-speaking north-east. The participants
were all born in Estonia. Most families had one or two children of very different
ages: from eight months to 25 years old.

The ethnographic approach posed some limitations on the current study, as
mainly females were chosen, but the parents were unique individuals and, as such,
they often deviated in their “impact beliefs” (De Houwer 1999), which may have
influenced RHL transmission. This study lacks statistical representation, as it is
based on the ideologies, understandings and attitudes of the female respondents,
which, in a practical sense, are difficult to measure.

3.2. Russian as a heritage language in mixed families in Spain:
the present study in context

As one of the foreign languages, Russian has an added sociolinguistic value in
Spain because of its extended use as a lingua franca among ex-pats from different
ex-Soviet countries. Very few sociolinguistic studies were conducted on the status
of RHL in Spain. Vorobeva and Bel (2017) analysed the relationship between the
use of Russian L1 in home settings in trilingual Catalan-Spanish-Russian children
of immigrants and found that the proportion of L1 input and use had a direct
influence on the proficiency in RHL. Ivanova (2019) conducted a study on the
effects of cognitive and affective factors on the subjective RHL proficiency level
in second generation Russophone immigrants in a small town in central Spain and
found that positive self-identification and attitudes of Russophone parents directly
influenced the level of proficiency in RHL.

2 It must be added that Estonian education has become increasingly diverse, especially during
the past decade, because of the admission of pupils from both Russian-speaking families and
Estonian-Russian bilingual families (in addition, children from new immigrant families may enter
schools without any or with very little knowledge of Estonian or Russian). These factors contribute
to the creation of cultural and linguistic diversity in 21st-century Estonian schools.
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Forty Russian-speaking parents answered 15 questions concerning their social
and sociolinguistic characteristics and, in more detail, questions concerning
language use, transmission and maintenance, and attitudes to all these processes, in
their families. The items included in the questionnaire were aimed at collecting data
on family language policy, contextual language maintenance and perceived
language proficiency for both first-generation and second-generation speakers. In
this respect, the study is similar to previous methodological designs on heritage
language management and acquisition in bilingual families (for example, Altman
et al. 2013 for Russian-Hebrew bilingual families in Israel).

The average age of participants was 39, with SD=6.97; 39 of the 40 participants
were women (97.5%); they lived in different parts of Spain, including such
bilingual regions as Catalonia, Valencia, the Basque region and the Balearic Isles.
Participants had lived an average of 11 years in Spain, though the range was wide:
from 2 to 23 years (SD=5.84). Most families had one or two children of very
different ages: from six months to 22 years old.

4. A comparison of Russian
as a heritage language transmission in Estonia and Spain

4.1. Family language policies in mixed families

Most mixed families in Spain had only one Russian-speaking parent member:
67.5% of participants said that their partners had no competence in Russian (some
defined it as A0 Russian, imitating the well-known language proficiency CEFR
scale with levels from A1 to C2). Such a situation did not apparently impede the
application of the one parent—one language family policy, which is considered to
be particularly effective for promoting active bilingualism when one language is
minority and has little social support (Takeuchi 2006). The rest of the sample was
distributed as follows: 15% of the partners had basic skills in Russian, 7.5% had
intermediate proficiency, and 10% were native speakers of Russian. In general,
these data clearly showed the tendency of the Spanish partners not to learn the
language of their Russophone spouses. In contrast, most Russian-speaking spouses
declared themselves “coordinate bilinguals” in Russian and Spanish (42.5% of the
participants selected the option [ know Russian and Spanish equally well) and
“asymmetric bilinguals” with better proficiency in Russian (55% selected the
option I know Russian better than Spanish). In general, the Russophone immigrants
do not find it difficult to learn Spanish (Marcu 2010), even though they do not know
a word when they arrive in Spain.

It was quite a challenge to determine who were Russian-speakers and who
were Russian-Estonian bilingual speakers based on their linguistic and cultural
backgrounds, which we collected throughout the Estonian regions. It was not
always easy to establish who did or did not fulfil the criteria. Firstly, all Russian-
speaking respondents had quite proficient command of Estonian because they were
originally from Estonia, had graduated from the Estonian (higher) educational
system, worked or had worked (if at the time of the study they were at home with
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child(ren)) in Estonian language environments and communicated in Estonian both
at work and in their daily social lives. Secondly, individuals had their own self-
identifications and often felt that they were more “Russian-speaking Estonians” or
“Estonian Russians” than “Russians” or “Russian-speakers”. What all families had
in common was that Russian was at least one of the heritage languages of the
mother. Living in Estonia, these parents did not experience any language barriers
when there was a need to be socially involved or politically informed.

We predicted that these backgrounds would both reflect on and influence the
attitudes towards RHL maintenance and transmission, significantly determining
family language policies. Spanish Russophone spouses are the language bridge in
the mixed families, since they learn Spanish and so assure in-family
communication. Simultaneously, they maintain their proficiency in Russian as their
native language and potentially can transmit it to their children. Actually, dominant
language practices within the mixed families confirm this prediction: Russian and
Spanish are both substantially present in family communications, but their agents
and purposes are different. At the same time in Estonia, mothers have not only
Russian as a mother tongue but are Russian-Estonian bilinguals or very advanced
in Estonian and the fathers also identify themselves with both Estonian and Russian
(to at least some extent). The data obtained from interviews and observation
confirm that this leads to spontaneous translanguaging (i.e. use of both Estonian
and Russian interchangeably and without any inner conflict) during in-family
communication (Karpava et al. 2019, 2021).

As for the language-commitment of the Russophone spouses in Spanish
families, 40% declare that they use Russian with children and 7.5% state they
exclusively used Russian with their children. The other participants either do not
specify the language/s they used with their children or clearly say that Russian is
not the only language they use with their children. In the first case, accounting for
22.5%, we can only assume that Russian is used in the family settings, but we
cannot claim that it is used as the only language with children. In Russian-Spanish
families, the one parent-one language policy is the best approach; otherwise,
Spanish would definitely hinder the functionality and generation transmission of
RHL. Consequently, from the given data we can be sure that only half of the
Russophone parents use the one parent—one language policy, while approximately
a quarter of the parents use family language policies with various distributions of
Russian and Spanish.

In Estonia, Russian is used in 57.5% of cases and Estonian in 77.5%. This
again shows the chosen attitude towards language use: mixed families try to remain
bilingual but under the influence of the larger societal process in Estonian-dominant
speech communities Estonian is dominant. 65% of respondents say that they often
code-switch at home and 20% express concern that their children might sometimes
consciously or unconsciously refuse to use or avoid using Russian at home. Thus,
the reason for using Estonian and Russian languages interchangeably is not only
the attempt to include all conversation partners but it could also be motivated by
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children who construct their own language policies and might not find RHL use
necessary in their social spheres.

In Spain, with 30% of speakers, language combinations are different. First,
some Russophones tend to mostly use Russian with their children, but shift to
Spanish when Spanish-speaking relatives (e.g. their spouse or parents-in-law) are
present. This group also emphasises their intention to mainly use Russian: “I try to
speak Russian to my child”, but “I do not always succeed in it”. However, a group
of Russian-speaking parents state they use Russian, Spanish and other languages
present in their highly mixed families, e.g. English, Georgian, Catalan or Ukrainian,
as common communicative tools. The speakers themselves define their family
language situations as “language blends” and different languages are used “all
mixed when talking to everybody.” In Estonia, only 5% (two mothers) claim to use
Russian-only purposely with their children at home. This might be a result of
schoolteachers’ or other educators’ attitudes towards bilingual language use, which
is often seen as causing gaps in lexicon, morphosyntax or “ideal” pronunciation.
When a bilingual child enters an Estonian-medium kindergarten or school, in order
to measure his/her language abilities and practices, monolingual children are used
for comparison. One of the mothers gave an example of a seven-year-old daughter:
“when she said about a cat: “see on Kisa” ‘this is a cat’, then a speech therapist
predicted complete backwardness in the future and recommended she forget
Russian completely.” In Estonian, a cat is kass and a kitten is kiisu, while in
Russian a cat is koshka and kisa is its diminutive. In other words, Kisa is a mixture
of the Estonian and Russian words for kitten. A sociolinguist might speculate about
the code-switched word being a result of a possible phonological facilitation but for
the therapist it was just a deviation from a norm that had to be removed as an
abnormality. This reaction exemplifies a typical Herderian philosophy towards
language and language use interpretation that is supported by Estonia’s teachers,
speech therapists, etc.: it was not only at the end of the 1990s/beginning of the
2000s when bilingual families were recommended not to use Russian at home
because of “its harmful influence on development of real Estonian,” but it is also a
very common attitude nowadays. There are also numerous examples given by
mothers in which “a kindergarten teacher says that if your child starts/continues
speaking Russian, then the whole kindergarten will switch to Russian. So please do
not show other children that your family is Russian-speaking.” Besides these
“horror stories” there are also examples in which “there is a boy in this kindergarten,
coming from a fully Russian family whose parents speak poor Estonian and who
has to learn Estonian and become a real Estonian speaker.”

In essence, Russian-Spanish families in Spain and Russian-Estonian families
in Estonia vary greatly in their commitments to the transmission of RHL. In Spain,
only half of all Russophone parents use a Russian-only communicative strategy
with their children and about a third of Russophone parents admit not using Russian
solely when communicating with children. In Estonia, there were no families where
both parents opted for Russian-only, and only two mothers try to implement a one
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parent—one language strategy, using Russian only. A possible explanation is that
Russian-speaking immigrants use Spanish as a means to achieve a deeper
integration into their host society: according to a qualitative study by Marcu (2010),
many East European immigrants feel they play a secondary role in the Spanish
society. Their speaking Spanish, thus, may be a tactic, either conscious or
unconscious, to achieve deeper integration. In Estonia, a feeling of being a second-
class citizen if you do not speak Estonian at a nearly native level also prevails;
consequently, speaking Estonian facilitates children’s connection with mainstream
schools and builds strong bridges with the dominant society and culture.

4.2. Attitudes to the maintenance and transmission
of Russian as heritage language

When asked about their language attitudes, Russophones from intermarriages
in Spain were positive about Russian language maintenance with their children:
more than 90% believe their children should know Russian as heritage language.
The increasing demand for Russian in the job market both in Estonia and in the EU
pushed Russian-Estonian bilingual families close to a 100% positive attitude
towards RHL transmission.

However, despite this general positive attitude to RHL, beliefs about why
Russian is important for the younger generation vary. In Estonia, Russian is
gradually losing ground to Estonian in education, which is evident in the choice of
the language of instruction in kindergarten, school and hobby schools, although
among those families Russian is still considered important as a language of a “great
people”, “great culture”, “unique Russian soul” and a “language of world classics.”
In Spain, there is a belief that Russian is necessary for its affective link because it
is a native language of the children (22.5%) and is, thus, part of their identification,
their “roots” and cultural traditions. Overall, affective reasons are not dominant:
they are given by only 37.5% of the parents. In Estonia, parents support their
children feeling “both Russian and Estonian” (62.5%), or “Estonian but still having
Russian roots” (37.5%). Notably, participants criticise those bilingual families who
“try to raise Estonians-only” because this creates in their children a “disturbing
identity.” where they are in constant search of themselves: “I saw one example
where a girl could not find a place for herself among Estonians ... no matter how
hard she tried she still could not erase her Russian soul. I believe that my child will
not be negatively affected but instead will be proud of the mastery of the great
Russian language and culture.”

Spanish respondents give much more weight to functional reasons. As one of
the major languages of the world, Russian could potentially offer job and
educational opportunities to immigrants’ children, since it “gives additional
benefits” (30%). Furthermore, knowing Russian is important for maintaining
contact and communication with relatives and the country of origin (32.5%). In fact,
this position is pragmatic: Russian is one of the most commonly used languages
worldwide and in many post-Soviet diasporas it is the lingua franca used by
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speakers of very different nationalities. This position is expressed by Russophone
parents of transnational families in Spain, who state that knowing an additional
language (i.e. Russian) is important since “languages are not superfluous” (15%).
In this context, Russian is seen as an “additional language” (10%), on a par with
other important languages, such as English. In Estonia, claims that “many jobs here
require Russian, not only Estonian” (80%) and “it is good to speak many languages”
(90%) are more common than “Russian will increase the opportunity to study in
Russia and have a greater variety of professions” (5%). Also, according to this
study, Estonia’s mixed families do not name the necessity to communicate with
Russian-speaking relatives in Russia and seem unworried about communication
with Russian-speaking family members living in Estonia, as children would pick
up the language naturally from the environment even if a family lived in an
Estonian-dominant region: “we send our son to Narva [a town on the Russian border
with an almost 90% ethnic Russian population] every holiday and on other
occasions to stay with my parents, to interact with them, inside the environment.”
At the same time, the role of grandparents in teaching or speaking in Russian in
early childhood is mentioned by 70%: “our grandmother speaks Russian only and
this is how our child acquired it without obvious difficulty.” In this respect, previous
research (for example, Moustaoui 2020) already reported the grandparent factor in
heritage language maintenance.

There is a third group of reasons for positive attitudes towards RHL
transmission in mixed families in Spain: personal development. Although the
percentage is not very high, a group of parents say that Russian is what their
children “need for their own development” (20%). A very small number of parents
mention aesthetic motivation: enriching a person’s interior world (5%), being
bilingual (5%) and being able to read impressive literature in its original language
(2.5%). A significant difference with the Spanish data is that Russian in Estonia is
viewed as a link to higher culture and a prestigious cultural background that is not
available to non-speakers of Russian (100%): “my child will not read Lermontov
in a clumsy translation” or “Pushkin’s fairy tales are not ‘Spring and a piece of shit’
[a popular children’s book written by an Estonian writer]”. This is the main point
when Estonian is (sometimes too heavily) criticised because of its weak and poor
cultural connections. The paradox is that the same parents send their children to
Estonian-medium schools because it is the language “that people use with one
another” here, “needed for profession,” or “an indication of education” but they feel
that only Russian culture might form a child into a fully cultured person (Table 1).

In Spain, these reasons reveal the pragmatic approach of Russophone parents
to RHL transmission: Russian is above all considered to be a useful communicative
means that might improve their children’s job prospects, and its affective value is
seen as being relatively unimportant. In Estonia, the positive attitude towards RHL
transmission motivated by the great heritage culture and identity-related
considerations were well documented previously (Karpava et al. 2020) and are
totally confirmed in this study.
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Table 1
Reasons declared for transmitting RHL to their children

Reasons declared by Russophone parents from mixed families Spain Estonia
It allows them to stay in contact with relatives 32.5% 0%

It may provide job and educational opportunities 30% 80%
It is their native language 22.5% 37.5%
It enhances personal development 20% 100%
It is an additional language to know 10% 90%
It represents their roots and culture 10% 37.5%
It enriches a person’s interior world 5% 100%
It allows one to be bilingual 5% 62.5%
It allows one to read literature in the original language 2.5% 100%

4.3. Assessed language proficiency in Russian
as a heritage language in the second generation

The overwhelming majority of Russophone parents from intermarriages in
Spain (90%) and all Russian-speaking parents in Estonia (100%) want their children
to have native-level proficiency in Russian. The parents say that it is a sine qua non
prerequisite for their children to feel they are also Russian, to freely interact with
all their family, to be more tolerant of other ethnic groups and nations, and to get a
head start on learning other foreign languages. In both countries, the parents appear
to be very aware of the need for RHL; however, there are variations in the parents’
motivations and expectations.

When asked about the language proficiency of their children, only 34% of
parents in Spain state that their children are fully balanced Spanish-Russian
bilinguals. Of these parents, about half use the one parent—one language policy at
home and thus only speak Russian with their children; the other half use both
Russian and Spanish, though most of them state that the proportion of Spanish in
these communicative practices is small. In describing their children’s language
competence in detail, parents state that their grammar mistakes are typical of the
developmental stages associated with the children’s ages, and the most common
“deviation” from Russian native fluency is a slight accent. They stress that
everything is normal with the proficiency in Russian in their children, who “are not
different from children living in Russia.” Parents state that their children use
Russian freely in any context, in general, “in any (situations) where she knows that
she will be understood.” In terms of fully balanced bilingualism, 50% of Russian-
Estonian families state that, despite their desire to succeed, they are bitterly
disappointed in the results (which might vary even among children in the same
family): “the older one is equally proficient, as there are no problems at all with one
or another language, and the youngest is... with her it has not worked out.” This
may also have been reflected in the overall view of respondents who intuitively feel
that their children’s Russian was somewhat different from the Russian of children
in Russia “because after all, two languages have intertwined.”
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40% of parents in Spain declare that their children are unbalanced bilinguals,
whose knowledge of Russian is worse than that of Spanish; the same was true of
50% of Estonian-Russian families who make a conscious effort to teach their
children Russian as it is “important because of its rich cultural roots.” In Spain, half
of the parents also use the one parent—one language policy, which confirms previous
observations (e.g. Takeuchi 2006) that this family language strategy is not sufficient
to assure native-level proficiency in the heritage language. Some parents from this
group attribute general worse proficiency in Russian to their children: “she of
course (speaks) worse in Russian” in comparison with Spanish because of the
language environment they lived in. “Of course they speak better in Spanish, but it
is just because they live in Spain. If they lived in Russia, they would surely speak
better in Russian.” Parents in this group also try to excuse their children's lack of
balanced bilingualism. For example, they emphasise the important meta-bilingual
competence of their children: “For children, Russian is not the main language in the
family, but they try their best. They never mix them up; they address each of the
parents in their ‘own’ language.” In Estonia, the respondents reported that the main
problem was “kitchen” Russian and “of course we’re not satisfied but all parents
can always find flaws and here patience and motivation matter a lot; this is how
they can inspire their child and this is what I do.” On the other hand, one Russian-
speaking mother says: “If she does not know how to say something in Russian, then
she asks “miks...kat eto skazat” (Est ‘why’... Rus ‘how to say that’) and continues
in Estonian. It is very funny, it is very... I think it is cool, that everything is fine”
(“To ecth 3TO OuYeHBb 3a0aBHO, 3TO OYEHbH ... ST CUHUTAIO 370POBO, TO €CTh BCE
nopmaiibHO”). The pedagogical implication of such an attitude shown by a Russian-
speaking mother cannot be underestimated: providing such an answer full of
optimism (“funny—cool—fine”) for code-switching cannot be taken as a means of
promoting RHL use by her child.

Special attention is warranted by the third group of parents in Spain, who
define their children as trilinguals for whom Russian is the third language (there is
no similar group in the Estonian data set). This normally occurs in families living
in bilingual parts of Spain, e.g. Catalonia, where Catalan is the first language
children learn, followed by Spanish and only then by Russian (13%): “in my case,
Russian is their third language, after Catalan and Spanish.” In some other cases,
Russian is the third most-known language because parents encourage the
knowledge of English over Russian (10%). Among these families, only 28% use
the one parent—one language policy, while the rest use Russian and Spanish, as well
as other languages, e.g. Catalan and English, in communicating with their children,
which is consistent with other studies suggesting that parents’ attitudes and
ideologies do not necessarily match actual language practices at home. As a result,
proficiency in RHL is limited: the children “understand but hardly speak Russian”
or (the child) “understands Russian but does not speak it at all.” The following
statement summarises language proficiency in such families: “My children indeed
speak Spanish best, then English and only after that Russian.”
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Figure 1 shows the relationship between family language policy and assessed
language proficiency in RHL in the second generation in Spain. There were two
tendencies: assessed balanced and unbalanced bilingualism may have arisen with
equal probability from both the one parent—one language strategy and mixed
Russian-Spanish communication from the Russophone parent. This observation is
in line with previous studies, e.g. Isurin & Ivanova-Sullivan (2008), who defined
RHL speakers in the USA as “lost in between” in the continuum of language
speakers: they could not be considered as speakers of an L2/FL, but they usually
fell below native speakers in some grammatical respects. On the other hand,
trilingualism and multilingualism in the family tend to move Russian into the
position of the third family language, with direct impact on second generation
proficiency in RHL.

80
70
60
50
40
30
20
10

0

Balanced bilinguals Unbalanced bilinguals Russian as 3rd language
Spanish-Russian

M Parent speaks only Russian
O Parent speaks both Russian and Spanish

Parent speaks Russian, Spanish and other languages

Figure 1. Family language policy and assessed RHL proficiency in the second generation

5. Concluding comments

With immigrant Russians, it is assumed that speakers accept or reject
maintaining and transmitting RHL in accordance with their attitudes to the country
of origin and its international policies (Mustajoki et al. 2020). This paper presents
comparative results from ethnographic research conducted in different parts of
Estonia and Spain, and thus offers important information about sociolinguistic
variation in RHL maintenance and loss. It provides evidence of how different
sociolinguistic backgrounds and social milieux may affect all processes related to
RHL transmission: management, maintenance, use and proficiency.

In Spain, these factors form specific sociolinguistic profiles, which may foster
the maintenance of Russian in mixed families, leave it in an intermediate position
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(Russian is not “banned” in the families but is not specifically maintained), or
hinder its position as a heritage language. Mixed Russian-Spanish families may thus
be classified into three groups: 1) families with fully-bilingual children, 2) families
with asymmetric bilingual children and 3) families with Spanish monolingual
children. In line with previous research (cf. Schwarz 2008), the fieldwork with
Spanish Russophones reveals that family language policy in diaspora is
inconsistent. Of course, socioeconomic background explains gradual variation in
RHL maintenance in intermarriages in Spain. Such factors were described by
Jenkins (2018), based on multiple previous sociolinguistic studies of heritage
languages, as those responsible for linguistic assimilation of immigrant groups and
determinant in heritage language maintenance or shift.

Although it is true that studies on heritage language transmission and
maintenance point in the “wrong” direction (cf. Nesteruk 2010) — the number of
balanced bilinguals in the second generation is low and most children gradually lose
(if they have previously acquired) their heritage language in favour of the dominant
language of the country — in Spain the situation does not seem to be very severe.
Indeed, heritage speakers usually show attainment in their heritage language and do
not necessarily feel they have to achieve native-like proficiency in the heritage
language (Scontas et al. 2015). This may not be due to family language planning,
but rather to the overall bilingual family language policy towards the maintenance
of RHL.

In Estonia, the situation of RHL transmission involves paradoxes: none of the
study participants consider RHL unnecessary, and each provides a list of the best
aspects of RHL and maintaining Russian cultural identity in the child, but they are
not successful in spite of their strong motivations and high expectations in terms of
the children’s competence (“in reading Russian classics™). They are actually
increasing RHL loss because their children actively employ code-switching to
compensate for imperfect knowledge to get high-level education in Estonian, while
picking up Russian from the natural environment, which is certainly not enough to
facilitate satisfactory outcomes. Clearly, this situation shows that Russian-speaking
parents must be patient and supportive in teaching their children to use Russian well
and to encourage them not to lose interest in RHL: this could be done by making
the child aware from early childhood that language learning is a conscious mental
process and one has to practice and expand RHL constantly. In both Estonia and
Spain, there is a significant number of Russian-speaking parents committed to RHL
transmission and strongly convinced of the importance of Russian, both as an
international and as a native language that might improve their children’s job
prospects. At the same time, the status of RHL at the individual family level is
conditioned by constantly negotiating clashing social, sociolinguistic,
psycholinguistic and political factors.

We would like to finish by highlighting the most important implications of our
research. First, we could confirm that the maintenance of RHL is driven by both
affective and functional factors, what singles out Russian among other heritage
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languages in European countries: Russophones believe that Russian is not only
important for its commodification value, but also for its associated cultural heritage.
Second, we could observe that even small, unsupported communities tend to
maintain RHL, although at a relatively modest level. Russophone communities in
Spain and Estonia are highly variable in their attitudes to RHL maintenance, but
still, in most families, the tendency is to favour Russian. Finally yet importantly,
our research confirms the extreme importance to promote external additional
education for supporting heritage languages proficiency in successive generations.
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