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Contemporary notions of power go far beyond traditional views of authority legitimized 
by institutional social structures. In social sciences and humanities, power is understood 
as ingrained in all spheres of life, and even individuals are recognized as capable of 
exercising power by influencing beliefs and behavior of others. Significant in this respect 
is that social power can effectively be exercised via symbolic means, of which language 
constitutes an instrument of especial importance. These means may be realized by  
the state and embodied in legislation, dictionaries and grammars, or they may involve 
ideologically-mediated perceptions of language(s) promulgated through public 
discourses, language pedagogy, fiction, and popular culture, all of which employ language 
to (re-)structure the real world. As a crucial factor in making and unmaking groups, 
language is also a powerful means in creating identity and an instrument of mobilization, 
inclusion and exclusion. 

Going beyond the limited definition of language as vocabulary and grammar,  
a focus on language as used by people in real life brings the perspectives of status and 
power relationships into the consideration of ways in which words and rules  
are employed. This focus involves conscious or subconscious decisions on how a language 
should be spoken, which linguistic variety should be used and whether the chosen form 
of expression is perceived as authoritative in a particular real-life situation. This inclusive 
perspective fosters the understanding of language as a kind of symbolic capital  
which grounds claims to position and power in social, cultural and political contexts.  
This means that a critical study of language as used in real life is always inevitably  
a study of underlying power relations. 

The approaches that are pursued in this volume are “critical” because they focus 
on the social and ideological functions of language in the production, reproduction and 
contestation of social structures, identities and political institutions. In this respect,  
this special issue continues the tradition of research known as critical linguistics or critical 
discourse analysis (Fairclough & Wodak 1997) — a field of academic enquiry  
which produced a theory of language as a social practice where “the rules and norms  
that govern linguistic behavior have a social function, origin and meaning”  
(Hodge and Kress 1993: 204 cited in Simpson, Mayr & Statham 2019).  
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This tradition was launched by the seminal volumes Language and Control (Fowler et al. 
1979) and Language as Ideology (Hodge & Kress 1979) that challenged the Chomskian 
view of language as an abstract set of grammar rules. The critical analysis of language 
and power was taken up by books such as Language and Power (Fairclough 1989) and  
the series Language, Power and Social Process (Watts & Heller 1999–2011), which later 
transformed into Language and Social Life (Britain & Thurlow 2015). These volumes made 
a crucial contribution to the development of critical approaches in the sociolinguistic 
study of social problems by examining the ways in which language constructs identities, 
builds communities and mediates inequalities in social life. The field has since produced 
several introductory and comprehensive textbooks and coursebooks either presenting  
a broad consideration of language functioning in various social contexts, such as politics 
and the media (e. g. Thomas et al. 1999; Talbot, Atkinson & Atkinson 2003) or focusing 
on peculiarities of the application of critical discourse analysis to the contexts  
of institutions and organizations, gender, humor, race, the law and social media  
(e.g. Simpson, Mayr & Statham 2019; Kramsch 2020). However, there have been few case-
specific volumes devoted to the study of language as situated in particular geographic 
contexts, such as Language, Identity and Power in Modern India (Isaka 2022) or Language 
and Power (Watzke, Miller & Mantero 2022), which included chapters focusing on a range  
of geographic contexts.  

The authors in this special issue examine the exercise of power along the lines of 
leading traditions in critical research. The classic approach formulated by Weber in 1914 
(Weber 1978) is concerned with the corrective power of the state and its institutions and 
investigates the ways in which powerful groups influence how language is used  
while also exercising control over access to language. Along with the tradition 
researching the exercise of power through the dominance of the state, there is a more 
recent approach exploring the exercise of power via hegemony. The concept of hegemony 
as advanced by Gramsci (1971) underscores the routine, “common sense” realizations of 
power whereby hegemonic opinions on language structure, nature and use  
are transmitted as “appropriate” and “natural.” The concept of hegemony echoes what 
Bourdieu (1991) understood as symbolic power, which is always disguised as something 
else and requires the compliance of those subject to it to be exerted. Close to this stream 
of research scrutinizing power as exercised by consent is Foucault’s (1972) 
methodological concept of discourse in which power is continuously produced, reinforced 
and contested in social communication. Being an instrument of power, discourse 
mediates ideological control as all spoken, written and visual texts are shaped and 
determined by political ideologies as well as by explicit and implicit attitudes and beliefs, 
i. e. ideologies, about language.  

The six contributions to this volume represent the first collection of essays 
presenting a critical examination of language and power relations in Ukraine  
and Kazakhstan. The post-Soviet period in Ukraine and Kazakhstan has been 
characterized not only by changes in the economic marketplace in the transition  
from communism to capitalism, but also in the linguistic marketplace. During the Soviet 
period, Russian was the primary language of schooling, media, and  
government administration in both countries, leading to widespread language shift away 
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from their titular languages, especially among the educated urban elites. In addition, 
following independence in 1991, both countries found themselves with a large ethnic 
Russian (and Russian speaking) diaspora. Since independence, Ukrainian and Kazakh,  
which occupied relatively peripheral positions in the Soviet-era marketplace, have been 
elevated to the status of national languages and institutionalized in government and 
schools, thus increasing their symbolic power. Nevertheless, the years since 
independence have also seen contentious debates around language. Employing various 
methodological tools ranging from surveys to critical discourse analysis of legislation, 
literary texts and social media products, the authors in this volume seek to demonstrate 
and explain how political relations and hegemonic ideologies have been reproduced and 
negotiated at both the macro-level in legislation on language and state-sponsored media 
channels and embodiments of political and linguistic ideologies in translations,  
as well as at the micro-level of everyday language practices, school choice, and discourses 
on social media platforms.  

Much of the research presented in this volume was collected during  
the tumultuous decade beginning with the so-called “language Maidan” in Ukraine— 
a mass public protest against adopting the 2012 law “On the Principles of the State 
Language Policy,” also known as the Kolesnichenko-Kivalov law, that was largely seen as 
a means of allowing Russian to function on a par with Ukrainian, or even to substitute for 
it, in official domains – and culminating in the full-scale Russian invasion of Ukraine  
in February 2022. This period also saw the 2013–2014 Euromaidan protests, a three-
month mass protest triggered by the government’s refusal to sign an association 
agreement with the European Union, followed by Russian aggression in the Donbas and 
Crimea, as well as the “Bloody January” protests in Kazakhstan in 2022, which were 
triggered by anger over economic conditions and government corruption and violently 
suppressed with the assistance of a military force from Russia. Although these events 
took place in the political sphere, they have also had profound effects on the linguistic 
marketplace. While largely focusing on Ukraine in the years leading up to the full-scale 
invasion, these contributions also relate to the current realities of the ongoing  
Russo-Ukrainian war as they critically analyze and dismantle Russian propagandistic 
narratives, expose the repercussions of the Russian invasion on Ukraine’s occupied 
territories, and raise potential implications regarding the impact of the ongoing hostilities 
on language policies, attitudes, and practices in the region. 

The volume opens with Svitlana Melnyk’s comprehensive overview of the impact 
of these political events on the evolution of Ukrainian language-in-education policy and 
the shifting attitudes towards the status of Ukrainian, Russian, and minority languages 
(i.e., Hungarian, Polish, etc.) in the Ukrainian educational system and in Ukrainian society 
in general. Drawing from a wide range of policy documents and media commentary,  
the paper uses Churchill’s (1986) model of education for linguistic and cultural minorities 
to trace recent changes in Ukraine’s language-in-education policy away from  
“minority language immersion” (i.e., education in the mother tongue, including Russian) 
to “bilingual education” (instruction in the minority language along with Ukrainian)  
and to situate them within their historical, political, and ideological contexts.  
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The analysis carefully documents the interconnections between events at the legislative 
level (e. g., the “Law on Education” of 2017) and the evolving sociolinguistic situation in  
the aftermath of Euromaidan and the occupation of Crimea and the Donbas,  
which intensified perceptions regarding the importance of the Ukrainian language in 
strengthening national identity and unity in the face of Russian aggression and 
transformed language choice from “a decision about expressing personal identity” or  
a “politically neutral code choice,” to “an activity with real political repercussions” 
(Bilaniuk 2016: 141, 147). The full-scale invasion that began on February 24, 2022,  
on the pretext of “protecting” the Russian-speaking minority in Ukraine has provided 
further impetus for this trend. The scope of the paper also expands beyond state 
educational institutions to consider the impact of grassroots efforts such as Free Ukrainian 
Language Courses (Безкоштовні курси української мови). This is the first nationwide 
network of volunteer language instructors, who have been teaching Ukrainian  
to Ukraine’s speakers of Russian since 2013, which has since transformed into an online 
project — the platform Ye-Mova (Є-Мова) — designed to target primarily Russian-
speaking Ukrainians, including those residing in the occupied territories of Crimea and 
the Donbas (see also Kudriavtseva 2023). The language-of-education situation in these 
occupied territories is another crucial focus of this paper, which notes the ongoing 
“Russification” of education in these areas, a process that includes requiring local citizens 
to send their children to schools that follow the Russian curriculum and ending 
instruction in subjects such as the Ukrainian language, literature, and history, in effect, 
recolonizing Ukrainian consciousness as well as Ukrainian territory. 

The second paper, Maryna Vardanian’s study on translations of literary texts 
performed in Soviet Ukraine and Ukrainian Diaspora, is situated in an historical context, 
yet has clear repercussions for understanding how the corrective power of the state, 
reinforced by the exercise of power via hegemony, continues to hold sway  
in contemporary Russia and reinforces its ongoing neocolonialist project. The primary 
goal of the sovietization of literature for children and young adults in Soviet Ukraine was 
achieved through the state mechanism of censorship which pursued the implementation 
of communist ideology into children’s books and curated the selection of texts  
for translation. The political ideology was reproduced via the strategy of literal 
translation carried out from a preceding Russian translation into the other languages of 
the USSR “faithfully” recreating the form and content of the Russian “original.”  
The political ideology was further bolstered through the hegemonic policy of 
Russification whose aim was the assimilation of “fraternal nations” under Moscow’s 
imperial rule. The author also shows the contestations of ideologies in children’s 
translations. In the diasporic translation of Boussenard’s Le Capitaine Casse-Cou,  
the Soviet colonial ideology was opposed by attributing the language of the original text 
to the so-called “cultural languages” and performing the translation from the French 
original work. The language ideology for the source language (French) is extended onto 
the target language — Ukrainian — and realized in compliance with the 1928 Ukrainian 
spelling, which also manifests a protest against the Soviet policy of Russification.  
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The language ideologies of the diasporic translation serve to transmit the hegemonic 
diasporic view of the self-sufficiency of Ukrainian culture and identity and socialize young 
Ukrainians into an imagined community of a self-sustaining Ukrainian nation. 
Significantly, Vardanian reveals how both the Soviet and the diasporic translations of 
Boussenard’s Le Capitaine Casse-Cou negotiated the ideologies of the French original.  
In the Soviet translation, the purpose of colonization as the goal in the Anglo-Boer War 
is discursively diluted and the focus is displaced to the French international help in  
the struggle of the Boers to gain independence, while the diasporic version of Le Capitaine 
Casse-Cou emphasizes the opposition of the colony to the metropolis stressing  
the idea that only natives of the land can defend it. This study on ideologies in translation 
remarkably resonates with the current realities of the Russo-Ukrainian war. The Soviet-
cultivated image of a fully militarized child coming to rescue the poor and oppressed  
is harnessed by the Russian propaganda machine which discursively reshapes it into  
the “liberator of the Donbas bombarded for eight years.” As many previous generations 
born in the USSR, new generations born in modern Russia are still brought up within  
the same ideological frame for them to be ready to continue the traditions of  
Soviet colonization. 

The remaining papers in this volume remind us of the importance of shifting our 
gaze from the macro-level of state power and policy to also consider the diverse ways  
in which supposedly hegemonic state-sponsored ideologies, discourses, and policies are 
received and renegotiated by individual social actors. Using survey data (Soroka, 
Kudriavtseva & Danylenko; Ahn & Smagulova) and critical analyses of digital discourses 
(Nedashkivska; Kolomiyets), these studies highlight the power and limits of  
state policy and official discourses in legitimating certain languages and instilling them 
with symbolic power. 

Soroka, Kudriavtseva, and Danylenko examine language practices in pre-2022 
Ukraine based on data from a nationwide survey conducted in 2017–2018. The aim of 
the survey, among other things, was to measure social inequalities in Ukraine as related 
to language. While drawing on Bourdieu’s notions of symbolic power and the legitimate 
language, the authors align with reconceptualizations of Bourdieu’s framework,  
whereby more than one language can be considered legitimate (e. g., Woolard 1985). 
Examining the symbolic power of Ukrainian and Russian, with the former being 
legitimized by the state while the latter is endorsed as a habitual means of 
communication, the authors also probe into the linguistic capital of Ukrainian-Russian 
bilingualism in Ukraine by introducing an additional variable for Ukrainian-Russian 
bilinguals. The analysis of the survey results for the three identified groups  
(Ukrainian speakers, Russian speakers, Ukrainian-Russian bilinguals) as regards questions 
on self-assessed social status, material welfare, sectors of the economy where they  
are employed and opportunities for overseas travel shows no significant inequalities 
between the respondents in question. This means that neither linguistic competence  
(in Ukrainian or Russian) was perceived as linked to more opportunities  
in pre-war Ukraine, while at the same time neither language was viewed by respondents 
as a factor contributing to social tension. This is an important finding to be considered 
against the backdrop of Putin’s “pretexts” for the ongoing war whereby  
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“liberation of Ukraine’s Russian speakers” was put forward as a justification for  
the 2022 full-scale Russian invasion. Similarly important is the conclusion that  
the authors draw on the traditional perception of Ukraine’s south-eastern regions as 
largely Russian-speaking which, as they suggest, is no longer valid. The revealed 
bilingualism of the southeast is in line with earlier research on respondents coming from 
the Donbas while it also accords with another finding that Soroka, Kudriavtseva and 
Danylenko make on the linguistic capital related to Ukrainian-Russian bilingualism.  
The author’s assumption that there may be greater symbolic power linked to bilingual 
practice, with bilingualism being achieved by adding Ukrainian to the already possessed 
knowledge of Russian, offers two important questions to be considered in future research: 
about the relevance of the label “Russian speaker” in terms of Ukraine, namely,  
the implication of monolingualism conveyed by this label; as well as about the relevance 
of the same implication conveyed by the term “legitimate language”. While more research 
is needed in view of the changing realities influenced by the war, the findings of the study 
are already sufficient to raise these important questions. 

Ahn and Smagulova offer another corrective to assumptions regarding  
the hegemonic power of the state in legitimating languages in their study of school 
choice in Almaty, Kazakhstan. In Kazakhstan, longstanding economic disparities between 
rural and urban areas have also shaped an imbalance between the symbolic power of 
Russian (spoken by urban residents, many of whom historically were ethnic Russians)  
and Kazakh (spoken by ethnic Kazakhs who tended to reside in villages). Based on  
a large-scale survey conducted in 158 classes in 29 comprehensive schools in Almaty 
between April and May 2014, their analysis demonstrates that despite efforts by the state 
to raise the symbolic capital accorded to Kazakh by making it the state language and 
encouraging Kazakh-medium education, Russian-speaking Kazakhs continue to favor 
Russian-medium education. Kazakh-medium institutions, on the other hand, seem  
to function almost as ghettoes for Kazakh-speaking rural migrants who, for historical 
reasons, lack the economic, cultural, and linguistic capital that would enable them  
to succeed academically. In other words, state-sponsored efforts to increase the symbolic 
capital accorded to Kazakh since independence do not appear to be reversing the process 
of language shift among Russian-speaking ethnic Kazakhs, nor are they creating  
a generation of new Kazakh speakers. In addition, although the expansion of  
Kazakh-medium schooling in Almaty has provided students with opportunities for 
mother-tongue education, it has failed to address the socioeconomic inequities  
that have relegated many students in these schools to the margins of society.  
As Ahn and Smagulova note, this raises questions regarding social cohesion and  
may have contributed to the outbreak of protests in January 2022. The effect of the 
Russian invasion of Ukraine on this delicate situation remains to be seen; however,  
some commentators have noted increasingly negative attitudes towards Russia as well 
as an increased sense of national consciousness among Kazakhs since the outbreak of 
the war, especially among young people (Dumoulin 2023), both of which have  
the potential to alter the perceived legitimacy of Russian and Kazakh in the Kazakh 
linguistic marketplace. Ahn and Smagulova’s survey has laid the groundwork for future 
research to investigate how these developments play out over the coming years. 
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Alla Nedashkivska’s paper focuses on an analysis of social media discourses 
around the introduction of the 2019 Ukrainian orthography, which reintroduced some 
aspects of the 1928 orthography that were later abandoned in the 1933 “Russified” 
version. Adapting Sebba’s (2009, 2012) sociocultural model that sees orthography  
as embodying historical, social, and political meaning, the article explores the diversity 
of responses to the 2019 orthography and the multiple language ideologies through 
which individuals sought to justify these responses as reflected on the popular social 
media platforms Facebook, Instagram, and TikTok between May 2019 and March 2021. 
On the one hand, some commentators on Facebook supported the new orthography on 
the grounds that the changes are necessary to rid Ukrainian of “Russified” forms 
introduced in the 1933 version, thus revoicing dominant national ideologies and framing 
the new orthography as emblematic of “Ukrainianness” through the semiotic process of 
iconization (Sebba 2009, 2012). However, these are not the only voices. A fairly radical 
reframing of the debate over orthography is found in the comments of those who oppose 
the new orthography by characterizing it as the project of a (possibly foreign) elite and 
implying that it represents an artificial version of the language that does not represent 
“real” Ukrainian as it is actually used by ordinary people. This can be read as not just 
opposition to the new orthography as such, but as opposition to top-down prescriptions 
of how language should be used and, perhaps more importantly, who decides.  
And while the young people on TikTok tend to endorse the new orthography, they take 
their own unique approach. Rather than representing it as a return to an older more 
“authentic” past practice, they “rebrand” it as something cool and contemporary.  
The generational divide evident in these divergent discourses, in particular,  
the impassioned defense of and advocacy for Ukrainian on the part of young people on 
TikTok, raises some interesting questions regarding future direction and vitality of  
the language and also points to a shift in attitudes away from young people’s preference 
for Russian as more prestigious that was found in earlier studies (Kulyk 2015; see also 
Friedman 2016). This is also in line with recent surveys that have revealed that the decade 
since Euromaidan has seen a trend for “popular Ukrainianization,” with growing 
percentages of respondents who choose Ukrainian as the language of everyday use  
(Kulyk 2023). 

The final paper by Lada Kolomiyets brings us full circle back to wartime Ukraine 
in a critical examination of current Russian propaganda discourses and their 
deconstruction in Ukrainian parodistic translation and digital folklore. Employing critical 
discourse analysis, the author reveals the role of Russian state media in the ongoing war 
as the media outlets reproduce Russia’s political attitudes through their function as the 
ideological state apparatus (Althusser). Close linguistic analysis of their Orwellian 
Newspeak shows how the Kremlin’s manipulative discourse on the ongoing Russia’s war 
against Ukraine constructs a “correct” reality for the population of Russia whose only 
worthwhile life goal, as proclaimed, is to fall on the field of battle. While the Russian 
populace largely seems to consent to the power of the state in their routine reproduction 
of hegemonic opinions, Ukrainians are actively debunking imperial myths via humorous 
deconstructive translation on social media. Drawing on Derrida’s deconstruction,  
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Kolomiyets suggests that Russian political slogans and statements are deprived of their 
propagandistic effect through the procedures of neologization, borrowing with meaning 
transfer, alternative word formation and wordplay in the parodistic translation of Russian 
messages into Ukrainian. The deconstruction of propagandistic narratives is reinforced  
in Ukrainian digital folklore by creating new narrative frames and rendering the concepts 
of Russian Newspeak into anecdotal and facetious contexts. An invaluable component of 
the study is the multimodal analysis of visual images reflecting various episodes  
in the Russo-Ukrainian war whereby deconstruction is performed by graphically 
explicating the contradictoriness of Kremlin’s messages and the realities. It is remarkable 
that, in the process of deconstruction in the digital space, Ukrainians overcome not only 
Russian imperial myths, but also their own centuries-old national traumas.  
The study raises an important and timely question of the cultures of war and  
the significance of digital discourse accompanying real warfare. Since the mankind  
has entered the new age of cyberwars, it is language that is being used as the main 
weapon in virtual battles. 

Taken together, this collection of papers vividly illustrates Kroskrity’s (2004) 
observations regarding the fluidity, multiplicity, and contestation among language 
ideologies and discourses and how these are employed by states, interest groups, and 
individuals as resources to construct or deconstruct power and negotiate their place in 
the social world. That is, the struggles over control of language that have taken place and 
continue to take place in educational institutions, in literature, on social media,  
and in everyday language practices that are documented in these papers are never only 
about language, but are intimately interconnected with larger social issues and political 
projects. While these struggles are hardly unique to Ukraine and Kazakhstan,  
the social upheavals and military aggression that have marked the past decade in  
the region bring them into high relief and underscore the need to move beyond  
the simplistic notions of language, identity, and power that sometimes characterize 
popular media discourses to consider the complex mechanisms through which power  
is exercised in societies undergoing profound social and political change. 
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Abstract. This paper considers the current language-in-education policy in Ukraine 
within the broad context of language ideologies and sociolinguistic developments, which have 
taken place since Maidan. In particular, I draw attention to the most recent changes in 
language education that have occurred due to the full-scale Russian invasion. Since the 
declaration of its independence in 1991, Ukraine has tried to balance the protection and 
promotion of Ukrainian as the sole state language, with the preservation of education in 
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1. Introduction 

Since the declaration of independence in 1991, the language-in-education policy in 
Ukraine has been aimed at simultaneously revitalizing and promoting Ukrainian as  
the only state language and a marker of Ukrainian identity, while protecting  
and preserving national minorities’ rights to education in their own languages.  
State and communal educational institutions have facilitated the implementation of 
policies preserving the linguistic educational rights of national minorities. Ukrainian  
has been taught as a separate subject in these institutions, rather than serving as  
the primary language of education. The system of these educational institutions has been 
non-uniform, and to a large extent, has depended on regional characteristics and  
the educational demands of one or another linguistic group. Additionally, Ukrainian 
language-in-education policy has been influenced by variations in population density,  
the existence of a collective will to maintain national language and culture, societal 
prejudices, and in some cases, the support of foreign countries. 

This ethnic and linguistic diversity has piqued scholarly interests in recent years. 
Over the last few decades, language education in Ukraine has been the focus of several 
publications, which present both theoretical research and empirical studies. Applying  
a rich array of methodological frameworks, the authors of these publications incorporate 
analyses of many themes, such as language education of certain communities  
(Kulyk 2013, Csernicskó & Orosz 2019), language attitudes (Friedman 2016), and 
language ideologies and practices (Kudriavtseva 2021) in the educational sphere.  
Bilaniuk & Melnyk (2008) look at the educational practices in Ukraine within the broad 
context of shifting Ukrainian-Russian bilingualism and minority language education.  

The authors point out that, in the educational sphere, legislative and institutional 
changes post-independence aimed to increase the status of Ukrainian as the sole state 
language. At the same time, the authors made the prediction that Russian-language 
schools will remain for some time due to regional peculiarities and the social practices 
of the Russian-speaking population. They argued as well that non-Russian minority 
language education will continue. However, since this publication, many important 
events have occurred that have changed specific ideological dimensions and 
sociolinguistic practices related to the educational sphere. Among them are: Euromaidan, 
the Russian-Ukrainian war — which began in 2014 with the occupation of Crimea and  
the Donbas region — as well as the full-scale Russian invasion of Ukraine beginning 
February 24, 2022. At the state legislative level, a few important laws have been adopted, 
namely the “Law on Education” (2017) and the Law of Ukraine “On Ensuring  
the Functioning of the Ukrainian Language as the State Language” (2019), which also 
affected language-in-education policy in Ukraine. Therefore, there is a need for an update 
to Bilaniuk & Melnyk’s findings in the context of recent sociolinguistic changes. 

This paper aims to analyze language education in Ukraine using Churchill’s (1986) 
model of education for linguistic and cultural minorities within a broad context of  
the profound changes that have taken place in Ukraine after 2014. In particular,  
special attention is paid to the contemporary situation and the impact that the full-scale 
Russian invasion has had on language practices and language ideologies in both  
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the sociolinguistic and educational domains. After providing a brief background for  
the study, I will explain my approach and the Churchill’s methodological framework. 
Then, I will examine the most recent ideological issues and sociolinguistic practices 
which take place in Ukraine due to the above-discussed events. Finally, I will analyze 
language-in-education policy after 2014 as well as the public initiatives in language 
education which occurred due to the full-scale invasion of Ukraine.  

 

2. Background 

The current Ukrainian sociolinguistic situation is nevertheless deeply-rooted in its past. 
While a full account of the historical background of language policy in Ukraine is beyond 
the scope of this article, I will provide below a brief overview to situate the current 
sociolinguistic changes within their historical context.  

At many times in its history, the Ukrainian language has been subject to 
suppression and bans, including in the educational system. The website “Chronology of 
Linguistic Events in Ukraine: The External History of the Ukrainian Language” provides 
information about such suppressions. In the 19th century, there were two imperial 
documents that introduced the policy of prohibiting the use of Ukrainian, which at  
that time was called “Little Russian.” The so-called Valuev Decree (1863) stated that, 
“teaching in all schools is without exception in the common Russian language, and 
nowhere is use of the Little Russian language permitted” as well as “a Little Russian 
language has not, does not, and cannot exist” (Magocsi 2010: 393). The Ems Ukase  
(or Ems Decree) (1876), among other restrictions, outlawed the publication in the Russian 
Empire of “all original works or translations” in Ukrainian, with the exception of historical 
sources, and the staging of all performances in Ukrainian; moreover, no subject would be 
permitted to be taught in Ukrainian in lower-level schools (Magocsi 2010: 396).  

In the early years of the Soviet Union, the policy of korenizatsiya (indigenization, 
rooting) was introduced. In Soviet Ukraine it was known as Ukrainianization. The main 
goal of this policy was the implementation of Soviet ideology in Ukrainian society through 
the Ukrainian language, as well as the strengthening of socialism in the Soviet Empire at 
large (Masenko 2017; Martin 2019; Pavlenko 2008). When the regime succeeded in these 
aims, in the 1930s the policy of Ukrainianization was replaced by the policy of 
Russification. At that time Soviet propaganda introduced the idea of the special status of 
the Russian language as a language of inter-ethnic communication and the language of 
the “leaders of world proletariat” Lenin and Stalin, which made speakers of this language 
privileged (Masenko 2017). Historically, Russian speakers in Ukraine had enjoyed  
a privileged position, and as Mykola Riabchuk (2000) points out, the Russian-speaking 
minority in Ukraine was privileged not only politically and culturally — as a representative 
of the imperial majority — but also socially. A significant factor in Russophone social 
privilege is owed to their status as a predominantly urban population, purporting them 
to be superior to the predominantly rural Ukrainophones enslaved by the collective farm 
system. Riabchuk’s opinion echoes the opinion of the well-known Ukrainian dissident 
Ivan Dzyuba, who pointed out that the real anti-Ukrainian policy was not to prohibit  
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the use of Ukrainian (because that would be impossible), but to make it so that people 
themselves no longer wanted to speak it (Dzyuba 1998).  

As an independent state, Ukraine proclaimed Ukrainian as the sole state language. 
In many publications, the term “state language” is used as a synonym for “official 
language,” but in the post-Soviet context, this concept carries a symbolic meaning 
(Hogan-Brun & Melnyk 2012). The idea of state language and not just an official language 
reflects the ideology which acknowledges the prominent role that the language plays in 
the Ukrainian national identity and state formation. For Ukraine, the Ukrainian language 
became a symbol of statehood together with the national anthem, flag, and the coat of 
arms. As a result of this policy, Ukrainian obtained a higher status in the society and its 
usage has expanded, especially in the official and educational domains. At the same time, 
before the war, Russian language usage prevailed in many spheres, such as business, 
sports, and in popular culture — especially in the south and east of the country and in 
many Ukrainian cities. Russian remained a popular tool of communication.  

A large-scale asymmetrical Ukrainian-Russian bilingualism was a visible feature 
of sociolinguistic developments of the state and a substantial part of the country’s 
linguistic landscape (Masenko 2004; Melnyk & Csernicskó 2010). This asymmetrical 
bilingualism was not only societal, but also regional. Much of the population spoke 
Russian fluently, but a significant percentage of population did not speak Ukrainian.  
This was also since many ethnic Ukrainians in the east and south as well as 
representatives of national minorities (Belarusians, Jews, Greeks) were russified.  
The situation with Russian-Ukrainian bilingualism became even more complicated 
because of surzhyk, or a mixed Ukrainian-Russian vernacular and a “high degree of code 
switching by bilinguals” (Bilaniuk 2005: 105).1 After the declaration of independence, 
when the state faced the task of protecting the Ukrainian language and restoring  
its prestigious status, surzhyk was perceived negatively by linguists, writers, and  
other intellectuals.  

For example, Yuri Andrukhovych called it “krovozmisne dytia bilinhvizmu” (an inbred 
child of bilingualism.) The negative attitudes towards surzhyk and the emphasis on purism 
were “part of efforts to elevate and define a prestigious Ukrainian language, to separate 
it from its connotation as a backward peasant language” (Bilaniuk & Melnyk 2008: 71). 
Gradually, with the strengthening of the Ukrainian language as the state language, 
attitudes toward surzhyk have been changing. Writers began to use it in their works as  
an authentic language (such as Les’ Poderevyans’kyy, Sayhon), and after the war began, 
discussions about surzhyk and negative attitudes toward it have decreased, perhaps 
because many Ukrainian defenders themselves speak surzhyk. 

However, this sociolinguistic situation of bilingualism did not change the official 
language policy of monolingualism, and as Aneta Pavlenko (2006: 86) points out,  
the choice of a single, rather than dual, language policy can be understood as a strategy 
of resistance to the high degree of Russification. In Ukraine, there has been a powerful 
legislative framework that has regulated the status and functioning of languages. 

 
1 For more information about surzhyk see Bilaniuk (2005), Masenko (2019). 
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Ukrainian legislation has been aimed at strengthening the status of the Ukrainian 
language as the state language and protecting the development and use of languages of 
national minorities. The legal basis of language policy was established by many legal 
documents, among them the Ukrainian Constitution, language laws, and special laws and 
treaties with neighboring countries.1 However, in many cases, these legal documents 
were prescriptive by nature and did not provide the requisite legal tools and mechanisms 
for regulating language situations, or protecting language rights. Although they 
significantly changed the situation with the official use of Ukrainian language as the state 
language, only to a lesser extent did they influence the sociolinguistic situation and  
the real language practices of the population.  

The situation however markedly changed following 2014, after Euromaidan and 
the occupation of Crimea and the Donbas, and especially after the start of the full-scale 
invasion by Russia on February 24, 2022. Language policy became a part of the national 
ideology “Army-Language-Faith” (Armiya, mova, vira) for the formation of contemporary 
Ukrainian identity (Ukrains’ka Pravda 2018). The peculiarity of this period in  
the sociolinguistic development of Ukraine lies within the combination of top-down 
efforts for strengthening the official status of the Ukrainian language and  
bottom-up public initiatives and activities in promoting its usage and development.  
These will be discussed below. 

 

3. Methodology 

Since the paper considers the most recent changes in language education and linguistic 
practices in Ukrainian society related to the war, it relies on the most recent publications 
in Ukrainian media and social media platforms as well as on the information from official 
websites of the Ministry of Education and Science, Language ombudsman, city councils, 
etc. When analyzing these different primary and secondary sources, I examined references 
to education policy and changes in the education sphere occurring during the war that 
began in 2014 and from the time of the full-scale invasion. I searched for information  
on how this invasion changed the ideological dimension of the language issue  
in Ukrainian society and how these changes have influenced educational practices, 
including in the occupied territories. Thus, in terms of theoretical approach,  
this is a qualitative and interpretive study.  

In this paper, Ukraine’s language-in-education policy since 2014 is analyzed using 
Churchill’s (1986) framework of state responses to the education of cultural and linguistic 
minorities. This model is a complex taxonomy of six stages of policy responses to  
the educational and language needs of minority groups, including definitions, educational 
issues, and language outlook. Stephen May (2012), in his publication, Language and 
Minority rights: Ethnicity, Nationalism and the Politics of Language, provides a thorough 
analysis and explanation of these stages; for the purpose of this research, I will be using 
his simplified model: 

 
1 For more information regarding independent Ukraine’s legislative action prior to 2014 see: Csernicskó & 
Fedinec (2016), Besters-Dil’her (2008), Moser (2014).  
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- Stage 1 represents assimilation and submersion in the majority language 
in education.  

- Stage 2 is a modified form of assimilation. This stage associates a minority 
group’s educational disadvantage with family status. Some supplementary 
programs are promoted to facilitate adjustment to the so-called majority 
society. 

- Stage 3 is so-called multicultural education. As May points out,  
“the essence of this multicultural model is the recognition of the rights to 
be different and to be respected for it, not necessarily to maintain a distinct 
language and culture” (May 2012: 185). 

- Stage 4 recognizes the need for support of the minority language, at least 
as a transitional measure. In education, this is usually implemented through 
transitional bilingual education programs, which use a minority language 
in the initial years of schooling. 

- Stage 5 recognizes the rights of minorities to maintain and develop their 
language and cultures in private life and corresponds to the maintenance 
of bilingual programs that teach through a minority language in schools. 

- Stage 6 sees the granting of full official status to a minority language. 

Later in this paper I will show how this model correlates with language-in-
education policy in Ukraine and what stage corresponds to the current Ukrainian 
situation.  

 

4. Language Ideologies and Sociolinguistic Developments after 2014 

The current situation in education should be discussed in the broader context of language 
ideologies and sociolinguistic practices as educational practices are deeply rooted in 
language policy and the language use of Ukrainian society. These changes and tendencies 
in sociocultural and linguistic developments have become the subject of several national 
polls and surveys. The polls show the favorable attitude of Ukrainians towards  
the Ukrainian language as a single state language. 

In 2019, the Ilko Kucheriv Democratic Initiatives Foundation and the Razumkov 
Ukrainian Centre for Economic and Political Studies conducted a survey on language 
preferences (UNIAN 2020). The majority of Ukrainians surveyed believed that Ukrainian 
should be the country’s only state language. At the same time, they held that the Russian 
language should not be subject to restrictions in the private communications of citizens. 
These data are consistent with the data of another poll conducted by the Ilko Kucheriv 
Democratic Initiatives Foundation in August 2020. The study showed that most 
Ukrainians in all regions supported the idea that all citizens of Ukraine should be able to 
speak the state language, that Ukrainian should be the language of communication for 
civil servants and officials, and that most subjects in all public schools should be taught 
in the state language. 
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Regarding the prestige of speaking Ukrainian and Russian, as well as their social 
roles, studies reveal that Ukrainian has been more often valued for its symbolic 
importance while Russian has been predominantly seen as a communicative tool  
(Kulyk 2019; Kudriavtseva 2021). Some research highlights positive language attitudes 
and shifts toward Ukrainian among Russophone citizens after Euromaidan (Kulyk 2016; 
Seals 2019). For some citizens, their language usage is a conscious choice (svidomy vybir); 
for others, it is part of their heritage; and for still others, it is a political statement.  

Each of these narratives shows a key theme — the increasing importance of  
the Ukrainian language in national identity after Euromaidan and continued Russian 
aggression against Ukraine. However, despite these positive attitudes, a large number of 
Ukrainian citizens remained Russophone (or primarily Russian speaking), especially in  
the south and east. The ideology of “it does not matter what language one speaks”  
is reflected in the linguistic practices of many Russian speakers who view themselves as 
part of the Ukrainian nation but hesitate to change their daily language preferences 
(Kulyk 2016). As suggested by an anonymous reviewer, language is not an automatic 
marker of identity or national orientation (as Russian-speaking Ukrainians speakers see 
themselves as Ukrainians and are fighting to defend Ukrainian sovereignty).  

Besides sociolinguistic changes in language choice and language attitudes,  
there were very important changes in language policy after Maidan:  

- in April 2019 the Ukrainian Parliament adopted the law “On Ensuring  
the Functioning of the Ukrainian Language as the State Language,”  
which greatly expanded protections for the state language (see 
Kudriavtseva 2019);  

- the position of State Language Protection Commissioner was established 
in 2019;  

- in accordance with the Law of Ukraine “On Ensuring the Functioning of  
the Ukrainian Language as the State Language,” the National Commission 
on State Language Standards was established. The commission develops 
and approves standards of the Ukrainian language as the state language as 
well as develops methods for testing its proficiency.   

As noted earlier, Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine, significantly changed  
the ideological dimension and sociolinguistic practices of Ukrainian society, both at  
the official and everyday levels. At the official level, the use of the Russian language 
continues to decrease. This is evidenced both from the data of sociological surveys and 
policies of the government, as well as city or municipal councils. As Ukrainian political 
analyst Mykola Riabchuk points out, we continue to observe the delegitimization of 
Russian on the official level (Riabchuk 2022). The most recent examples of such 
delegitimization include the following: 

- new norms of the language law “On Ensuring the Functioning of  
the Ukrainian Language as the State Language” came into force  
in July 2022. They regulate the use of the state language on the Internet 
and the language of computer software. A computer program with  
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a user interface deployed in Ukraine must have a user interface in  
the national language and/or English or other official languages of  
the European Union (Ukrinform 2022); 

- the Kyiv City Council renamed more than forty city objects (streets, squares 
etc.) as a part of de-Russification (Kyiv City Council 2022);  

- in April 2023, President Zelensky signed the law "On the Condemnation 
and Prohibition of Propaganda of Russian Imperial Policy in Ukraine and 
the Decolonization of Toponymy" (Zakon 2023);  

- on July 20, 2022, the mayor of the city of Dnipro announced “gentle 
Ukrainianization.” According to the state official, this campaign aims  
to protect the language and unite Ukrainians, considering the multinational 
nature of the city (Dniprorada 2022). Gentle Ukrainianization refers  
to measures aimed at gradually transitioning to the Ukrainian language  
in all spheres of life of Ukrainian society, both in official structures and  
in the population, as well as creating conditions and opportunities for such 
a transition.  

At all stages of the implementation of language legislation, the Ukrainian state 
has provided a certain period of time to implement the relevant language norms.  
For instance, in May 2021, the Cabinet of Ministers of Ukraine approved the “Concept of 
the State Targeted National and Cultural Program to Ensure the Comprehensive 
Development and Functioning of the Ukrainian Language as the State Language in All 
Spheres of Public Life” until 2030. Then Minister of Culture and Information Policy 
Oleksandr Tkachenko noted that his ministry “adheres to soft Ukrainianization, which  
will have a long-term effect” (Ukrinform 2021). The program presupposes the mandatory 
use of the Ukrainian language by civil servants, opening a network of Ukrainian language 
courses, improving the quality of teaching the state language in educational institutions, 
supporting and popularizing the Ukrainian language abroad, promoting research in  
the field of Ukrainian linguistics, supporting innovations and improving the quality of 
Ukrainian cultural products, encouraging dubbing of films into Ukrainian, supporting book 
publishing in Ukraine, and so on.  

Specific actions of the official bodies of Ukraine to reduce the influence and use 
of the Russian language are visible. However, a new state channel FreeDom broadcasting 
in Russian appeared on Ukrainian television after February 24. Here we can observe  
a re-conceptualization of the most important language function — language as a tool of 
communication. In the current situation, this language function transforms into  
a new ideology: language is not only a means of communication but is also a way of 
combating Russian propaganda. Since this Russian-language channel is viewed  
by Russian-speaking audiences of Ukraine as well as Russophone audiences of  
the post-Soviet sphere, language appears as a real-time tool for conveying important 
information in the most efficient way.  
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The same ideology is observed at non-official levels and in private communication. 
For example, a military expert, Oleh Zhdanov, provides daily, real-time information on 
the war’s operational situation via his own YouTube channel. Zhdanov speaks Ukrainian 
and uses Ukrainian in many of his media interviews. However, he speaks Russian on his 
channel. He begins his analytical report with a Ukrainian greeting, and then switches to 
Russian, as he prepares his reports not only for his Ukrainian listeners, but also for Russian 
speakers from Russia and the temporarily occupied territories.  

The importance of language as an effective communication tool is especially 
evident when Ukrainian defenders use Russian on the battlefield to convey critical 
information quickly and effectively. This is also evident in situations of non-reciprocal 
bilingualism, when one soldier speaks Ukrainian and the other responds in Russian. 

The ideological use of language as a weapon is also experiencing an observable 
re-conceptualization, such that a famous Ukrainian actor, Volodymyr Rashchuk, who  
is now fighting in the Armed Forces of Ukraine, encourages and calls on Ukrainians to 
speak Ukrainian. He observes that speaking Ukrainian helps in the battlefield,  
while associating every Russophone Ukrainian with an incoming artillery shell and with 
the horrors of the battlefield. He asks citizens to return to their roots, and thus to finally 
become Ukrainians. He stresses that this is imperative for Ukrainian defenders and assists 
them tremendously.1 For Ukrainian society, the Ukrainian language is the language  
of resistance. 

As for private communication, language usage depends primarily on such factors 
as personal language preferences, the temporary Russian occupation of the southern and 
eastern regions of Ukraine, and, as a result, the resettlement of the population from these 
regions mainly to the western regions or abroad. On March 19, 2022, the sociological 
group Rating, a non-governmental, independent research organization, conducted  
a national poll titled “The Language Issue in Ukraine” (Rating Group 2022). According to 
the survey, the number of people who consider Ukrainian to be their native language 
increased from 57% in 2012 to 76% in 2022. However, this does not mean that these 
people use Ukrainian in their everyday interactions. Often people determine as native 
(ridna mova) the language which corresponds to their ethnic heritage, the language  
of their people; even if they speak this language poorly, they believe that this is  
“how things should be” (Bilaniuk & Melnyk 2008: 346). At the same time the study 
confirms a decrease in the percentage of self-identified Russian speakers among 
respondents (about 40% in 2012, 26% at the end of 2021, and 18% at the beginning  
of the war). 

Nevertheless, despite the full-scale invasion, people still use Russian or both  
the Ukrainian and Russian languages in everyday communication. According to Rating 
Group’s research, this is explained by the fact that the process of switching to another 
language requires some adaptation. It is also confirmed by my communications with  
some internally displaced people from the eastern and southern regions who are not able 

 
1 The video is available at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K6Z_u7AQrW4. The issue of language choice 
in the military is a very important one and requires further research. As noted by an anonymous reviewer 
of this paper there is a “need to balance strategic considerations with complex issues of morale.” 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K6Z_u7AQrW4
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immediately switch to Ukrainian due to insufficient knowledge of the state language.  
In sum, Rating Group concludes that, even though the war is a challenge to the entire 
society, it has accelerated the process of Ukrainians’ linguistic self-identification and  
the societal shift toward the Ukrainian language (Rating Group 2022). 

The situation with Ukrainian and Russian in social media also deserves special 
attention. In “Ukrainian Language in Social Networks: What Changed after Russian 
Invasion?” (June 2022), the Center for Content Analysis (Tsentr content analizu 2022) 
shows that, despite the fact that the number of Ukrainian-language posts on social media 
has grown significantly after the beginning of the full-scale invasion, it is still smaller 
than the number of Russian-language posts. The Ukrainian language prevails on 
Instagram, Facebook, and Twitter, while Russian prevails on TikTok and YouTube.  
On YouTube, only 5% of the content is in the Ukrainian language. According to  
the researchers, the level of Ukrainian language on YouTube is low due to  
the monetization algorithm. They also explain the trend in TikTok by the generation gap: 
this social platform is primarily a place for young people to communicate, and it shows  
a higher level of Russification among the young audience. 

 

5. Language-in-Education Policy after 2014 

Ukraine inherited its system of national schools from the former Soviet Union  
(in the context of this research, “national schools” refers to schools where national or 
ethnic minority languages are the languages of instruction). At the same time,  
after independence, some new tendencies have appeared in the national school system. 
First, the number of Ukrainian schools has increased while the number of Russian schools 
has decreased. In addition, after independence, Crimean Tatar schools were opened due 
to the mass repatriation of Crimean Tatars to Ukraine. The structure of the minority 
educational system and the number of their educational institutions both depend  
on different factors such as: individual needs; the importance of a minority within  
a given region; minority demographic concentration; political power; the assistance of  
a corresponding kinstate.  

In the Methodology section, I reviewed Churchill’s model of state responses to 
minority education. In this model, what stage currently describes Ukraine and  
what educational policy does Ukraine represent? Although it is difficult to determine  
the clear boundaries of each stage, after independence, the Ukrainian language-in-
education policy in general corresponded to stage 5 in this typology. Ukraine  
has recognized the importance of maintaining minority languages and cultures,  
and minority education could be described as “minority language immersion”  
where instruction in minority schools was in the minority language. In addition to  
the full-immersion educational establishments, Ukraine has had bilingual and trilingual 
schools with separate but parallel language classes. Also, the minority language  
has been taught as a subject in schools with Ukrainian as the language of instruction. 
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However, important changes have occurred in the language-in-education policy 
after Maidan and especially after 2017 when the new Law on Education (Zakon 2017) 
was adopted. This law changed the model of language-in-education from full immersion 
to bilingual education for some linguistic minorities, and this step can be understood as 
strategy for further protection and promotion of the state language.  

Such a policy provides implementation of the key reform of the Ministry of 
Education and Science, the “New Ukrainian school”. The primary goal is to create  
a schooling system where students enjoy studying and where they acquire not only 
knowledge, but also the ability to apply it in everyday life. According to the Ministry 
website, instead of memorizing facts and concepts, students will acquire competencies. 
Two prioritized competencies are fluency in the state language and the ability  
to communicate in native (if different from the state) and foreign languages  
(Nova ukrayins’ka shkola n.d.). To develop these competencies, Ukraine has changed its 
language-in-education in minority schools from full immersion to bilingual education, 
which corresponds to stage 4 in Churchill’s taxonomy. The Law on Education (Article 7) 
provides the following models for language education of national minorities  
(Zakon 2017): 

- The first model provides the possibility of obtaining pre-school and general 
secondary education in the native language, along with the Ukrainian 
language, in schools for indigenous peoples of Ukraine.1  

- The second model focuses on other national minorities. For them,  
pre-school and primary education will be conducted in the language of  
the national minority, with compulsory study of the Ukrainian language.  
In addition, “One or more subjects may be taught in two or more languages 
— the state language, English, and other official languages of  
the European Union.”  

Another important document which specifies the language education in Ukraine 
is the law “On complete general secondary education” (Zakon 2020). Article 5 determines 
three models for language-in-education policy. The first model relates to the indigenous 
peoples of Ukraine who have the right to receive complete education in their native 
language along with the state language. The second model concerns national minorities 
whose languages are official languages of the EU. The representatives of these minorities 
have the right to receive education in elementary school in their native language  
where Ukrainian is taught as a subject. In the 5—9 grades, the instruction in Ukrainian  

 
1 According to the Law of Ukraine “On the Indigenous Peoples of Ukraine,” these are Crimean Tatars, 
Karaims, and Krymchaks. The Law on Education applies to Crimean Tatars only since the other groups are 
too small numerically. As such, Crimean Tatars require a separate model of language education due to their 
special status in Ukrainian society. The people were deported from Crimea in 1944 by the Soviet authorities, 
and their mass repatriation became possible only in 1991. Before the occupation of Crimea there were  
15 national schools with Crimean Tatar as the language of instruction. In 2021, 7 schools remained but,  
in those schools, Russian has become the language of instruction, and Crimean Tatar is taught only as  
a subject (QirimNews 2021). 
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is gradually increased from 20% in the 5th grade to at least 40% in the 9th grade.  
In high school, at least 60% of school time should be taught in Ukrainian.  

The third model pertains to “other national minorities” (these are Russian speakers 
in Russian schools). For them, at least 80% of school time in junior high and high schools 
should be taught in the state language. The law also states that these measures are 
related to state-funded schools. Private educational establishments have a free choice of 
language of instruction. However, according to this law, Ukrainian should be taught in 
these schools and students should acquire language proficiency according to the state 
standards (Zakon 2020; see also Kudriavtseva 2020). 

The information agency UNIAN (Leshchenko 2021), with reference to the Ministry 
of Education, has informed that, in the 2020-2021 academic year, the educational process 
in secondary education institutions was conducted in the following languages of 
indigenous peoples and national minorities: Bulgarian, Crimean Tatar, Moldovan, German, 
Polish, Russian, Romanian, Slovak, Hungarian, and Ukrainian. According to the same 
source, in the 2020-2021 academic year, there were 874 secondary education institutions 
(public, communal, and private) with classes in which education was provided in minority 
languages along with the state language. Of them, 671 are bilingual schools and  
203 schools had instruction in only one language (Tables 1 and 2). 

Table 1. National minority schools in 2020-2021 academic year 

Language Number of schools Regions 
Hungarian 73 (6 private) Zakarpattia region 
Romanian 69 Zakarpattia, Chernivtsi regions 
Russian 55 (35 private) Dnipro, Donetsk, Zaporizhzhia, Odesa, Kharkiv, 

Kherson, Chernivtsi, Chernihiv, and Kyiv 
Polish 4 Lviv region 

German 1 Kyiv 
Moldovan 1 Odesa region 

Total: 203  

 
Table 2. Bilingual schools in 2020-2021 academic year 

Languages Number of Schools Regions 
Ukrainian and Russian 603 

(22 private) 
19 regions and Kyiv (excluding regions:  

Ivano-Frankivsk, Rivne, Ternopil, Khmelnytskyi, 
Chernivtsi) 

Ukrainian and Hungarian 27 Zakarpattia region 
Ukrainian and Romanian 19 Zakarpattia, Chernivtsi regions 
Ukrainian and Moldavian 16 Odesa region 

Ukrainian and Polish 2 Khmelnytsky region 
Ukrainian and Bulgarian 1 Odesa region 

Ukrainian and Crimean Tatar 1 Kherson region 
Ukrainian, Russian and 

Crimean Tatar 
1 Kherson region 

Ukrainian and Slovak 1 Zakarpattia region 
Total: 671  
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Even though national minority schools still exist, the new Law on Education 
presupposes the transition from the immersion model to the bilingual model.  
The bilingual model of education was criticized by representatives of national minorities, 
especially Hungarian, Romanian, and Russian as well as representatives of the kin states 
in violation of linguistic rights (Csernicskó 2021; Kostyuk 2017; Prykhid 2017). Also,  
the law has been examined by the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe and 
the Venice Commission. The Parliamentary Assembly in its resolution 2189 (2017), 
acknowledged that “knowledge of the official language(s) of a State is a factor of social 
cohesion and integration and it is legitimate for States to promote the learning of their 
official language.” At the same time, it expressed its concern that “these national 
minorities, who were previously entitled to have monolingual schools and fully fledged 
curricula in their own language, now find themselves in a situation where education in 
their own languages can be provided (along with education in Ukrainian) only until  
the end of primary education” (Resolution 2017). The Venice Commission has also 
recognized that “it is a legitimate and commendable aim for states to promote  
the strengthening of the state language and its command by all citizens, and to take 
action for its learning by all, as a way to address existing inequalities and to facilitate 
more effective integration of persons belonging to national minorities into society.”  
At the same time the Commission has provided some recommendations, among them are 
“to continue ensuring a sufficient proportion of education in minority languages at  
the primary and secondary levels,” to improve the quality of instruction of the state 
language, to provide more time for the educational reform, as well as to exempt private 
language schools from the new language requirements (for all recommendations,  
see (Venice Commission 2017)). Why has Ukraine, which has expressed its desire to join 
the European Union, taken these steps of changing its educational model that raises  
such concerns? 

Changes in language-in-education policy can be explained by both internal and 
external factors, including the growing importance of language issues in the field of 
national security after the Russian-Ukrainian war began, the status of the study of  
the Ukrainian language in certain national communities, and the limited social mobility 
and integration of representatives of certain national minorities in Ukrainian society. 

In Ukraine, the language issue has become a matter of national security after 2014. 
According to the Revolution of Dignity Project (Harvard Ukrainian Research Institute, n.d.) 
Russia has weaponized “the language question as a pretext for occupying or annexing 
Ukrainian territories, and actively exploited the issue in its propaganda war and 
disinformation campaign.” Since the occupation of the Crimean and the Donbas regions, 
Russian officials have repeatedly declared their intention to protect the Russian-speaking 
population of Ukraine. This narrative continued even after the beginning of the full-scale 
invasion on February 24, though the population of the mainly Russian-speaking cities and 
towns in the east and south was under constant attacks and shelling. The Ukrainian State 
Language Protection Commissioner Taras Kremin argues that the protection of the state 
language is the protection of national interests, it is a matter of the constitutional order, 
it is a matter for Ukraine’s strategies and, moreover, it is a matter for all those things that 
determine the development and success of the Ukrainian state (Ombudsman 2022a). 
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Another issue which drew the attention of the State Commissioner was the large 
number of violations of language legislation in Ukraine after 2019 when the law  
“On Ensuring the Functioning of the Ukrainian Language as the State Language”  
was adopted. In April 2021, he pointed out that local authorities in the southern regions 
were slow to implement the language law and did not want to transfer schools into 
Ukrainian as a language of instruction.  

Another important factor about promoting Ukrainian language acquisition in 
minority schools through bilingual programs is the situation regarding the state language 
skills among the students in minority schools. After proclaiming independence,  
Ukraine has been implementing its language policy through balancing support and 
promotion of Ukrainian language with the development of minority education and 
minority linguistic rights. Kulyk (2013) argues that such an approach does not necessarily 
consider student progress and social mobility.  

In October 2017, then Minister of Education Liliya Hrynevych pointed out that 
more than half of children attending schools with Hungarian and Romanian languages of 
instruction cannot pass the external examination in Ukrainian (UNIAN 2017).  
This external examination serves as an entrance exam to Ukrainian universities. Thus, 
without this exam, students from minority schools have no access to higher education in 
Ukraine. This is especially true for schools in rural areas where, according to the minister, 
in places where the population density of national minorities is very high, a child does 
not hear the Ukrainian language at all. Almost the same results are presented in  
the investigation on the platform texty.org.ua (TEXSTY 2017). According to their 
investigation project, Hungarians are the least integrated into Ukrainian society,  
judging by the results of the external evaluation. 42% of Hungarian children do not take 
this test in any significant number. Romanians take the exam but, like Hungarians,  
have poor results. Bulgarians take external examinations at the national level. 

The limited educational opportunities for national minorities bring up another 
issue — the limited integration of national minorities into the national context. 
Representatives of national minorities who are not able to pass the external examination 
and continue their education will not be able to build a successful career in Ukraine and 
participate in public life. It is expected that this social immobility of Ukrainian minorities 
due to lack of state language skills can be reduced or even eliminated with  
the implementation of the provisions of the new Law on Education (Hrynevych 2017). 
Having compared school systems of the two national minorities — the Hungarians and 
the Crimean Tatars — Kulyk argues that the introduction of bilingual education is  
the best way to solve the problem of limited social mobility for the first group and  
the vulnerability of cultural identity of the other (Kulyk 2013).  

The situation with the Hungarian community is different than the other national 
minorities. Hungarians in Ukraine have a full cycle of education in the national language 
— from kindergarten to the Ferenc Rakoczi II Transcarpathian Hungarian Institute.  
Thus, they can realize their intellectual potential without Ukrainian as a state language.  
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This also causes another problem, namely, that of brain drain. Many students go to study 
in educational establishments in Hungary. Although there is no exact data on the number 
of graduates who choose education outside of Ukraine, the assumption can be made from 
the observation of the university entrance campaign in Transcarpathia. For example,  
in 2017 the regional state administration of the region pointed out that the number of 
university applicants was very insignificant. In Uzhhorod State University, the region’s 
leading university, the competition for some majors was very low. In some cases,  
the university was not even able to fill the state order (byudzhetni mistsya) (TEXSTY 2017).  

Another important topic is public initiatives in language education, which  
have been growing since the full-scale invasion. In Ukraine, language education  
is provided not only by state institutions. There are language courses, free websites, 
phone apps and other public initiatives with which one can learn the official language  
as well as the languages of national minorities. These public bottom-up initiatives  
are aligned with official state language policy.  

Some examples of these initiatives are:  

- Free Ukrainian Language Courses. This project started in 2013 in different 
cities of Ukraine under the slogan “Teach your friend to speak Ukrainian.” 
This initiative was one of the first in Ukraine to provide adults with 
opportunities to learn the Ukrainian language for free, modify teaching 
approaches, and promote the language. The instructors voluntarily created 
and launched the country’s first Ukrainian language courses for  
all interested. From 2020, the instructors have been actively promoting 
Ukrainian language courses online on the educational platform E-Mova  
(E-language) as a full immersion program (for more details on this 
volunteer initiative see (Kudriavtseva 2023)). 

- A school in the village of Chaiky near Kyiv founded by the Crimean Tatar 
Association “Birlik Center” opened in September 2021. This village is  
a place of compact residence of Crimean Tatars, as well as Muslims from 
post-Soviet and other countries. They began with grades 5 through 8,  
and they plan to expand. 

- The mobile application “Yoi” created for primary school students who  
are native speakers of Hungarian or Romanian to facilitate the study of  
the Ukrainian language. Although the program is primarily aimed at  
the national minorities of Transcarpathia and Bukovyna, it can also be used 
to teach students who speak other languages. 

- Free English Language Learning Project from Innovative and Digital 
Education Association. 

After the beginning of the full-scale invasion in February 2022, these public 
initiatives in language education can be viewed as a method of civil resistance to  
the Russian occupation. Such public initiatives are a manifestation of language ideology 
— “language matters” (Bilaniuk 2016).  
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Sometimes these initiatives are the results of the activity of local authorities and 
volunteers. One of the examples is a free Ukrainian language course organized in  
Kryvyi Rih, a city near the front line and the city where President Zelensky was born and 
raised. From July 1, 2022, in Kryvyi Rih, every district of the city opened “Spilkuimosia 
ukrainskoiu” (Let’s speak Ukrainian) language clubs. 23 such clubs were located in libraries 
throughout the city. Community members had an opportunity to learn Ukrainian and meet 
with writers, artists, and public figures. For those who wanted to learn the language 
remotely, the city held two-month online courses “Speaking Ukrainian correctly” for 
which more than 500 residents of Kryvyi Rih had signed up. According to Oleksandr Vilkul, 
the head of the Kryvyi Rih military administration, the city wants to make the process of 
transition to Ukrainian “gentle” and comfortable. He also posits that, historically,  
the people of Kryvyi Rih would speak mostly in Russian, but now language is their weapon 
of agency (Novynarnia 2022b). 

Volunteer initiatives for studying Ukrainian are also mentioned on the website of 
the Ukrainian Language Ombudsman (Ombudsman 2022b). The official page of  
the Commissioner’s office hosts a collection of more than 250 free online resources, 
courses, conversation clubs, and online educational platforms for mastering the Ukrainian 
language. The title of this page, “Volunteer Initiatives to Study the Ukrainian Language 
Are a Powerful Language Front for Local Communities,” underscores the importance of 
civil society actions and resonates strongly with the ideology of “language as a weapon.” 

 

6. Impact of the Full-scale Invasion on Language Education in Ukraine: Situation in 
temporarily occupied territories  

Another important issue is the education situation in temporarily occupied territories, 
which were highly impacted by the full-scale invasion. According to the Ministry of 
Education and Science of Ukraine, which has created a webpage with updated information 
on the number of Ukrainian educational institutions destroyed by Russia’s attack on 
Ukraine, 3,416 institutions have been damaged with 363 destroyed (Zaklady). In addition 
to reporting on the physical destruction of educational establishments, government 
officials also report on violations of the language rights of the Ukrainian-speaking 
population in occupied territories. The State Language Protection Commissioner Taras 
Kremin has noted that in April 2022, the Russians announced the resumption of education 
in the temporary occupied territories of the Donetsk and Luhansk regions. However,  
that education did not include the teaching of such subjects as the Ukrainian language, 
Ukrainian literature, and the history of Ukraine (Ukrains’ka Pravda 2022a). 

In July 2022, the press service of the Main Intelligence office of the Ministry of 
Defense informed that in the Polohy district of the Zaporizhzhia region the occupation 
authorities forced Ukrainian citizens to send their children to schools and pre-schools 
that operated according to the Russian curriculum (Novynarnia 2022a). According to  
the office, teachers and educators in these educational establishments came from  
the Russian Federation. In case of disagreement, parents received threats that  
their children would be taken away from them and sent to boarding schools.  
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Also, the occupation authorities implemented a punishment for parents who refused to 
send their children to these educational establishments — military service for men,  
and community work for women. 

Serhii Haidai, the then head of Luhansk military-civilian administration, in his 
interview to Freedom TV channel on July 31, 2022, reported that, in the occupied 
territories of the Luhansk region, punitive measures were being taken against people with 
a clear pro-Ukrainian position. In addition, Ukrainian-language literature as well as books 
about Ukraine in general were being destroyed (Haidai 2022). The mayor of Melitopol, 
Ivan Fedorov, reported in March 2022 that the occupational regime forced school 
educators to teach in the Russian language (Ukrains’ka Pravda 2022b). 

The Commissioner Taras Kremin has characterized the language policy of  
the Russian Federation in the temporary occupied territories as linguicide.1 On the State 
Language Protection Commissioner website, there is a page entitled “Russian Policy of 
Linguicide in the Occupied Territories of Ukraine as a Way of Dismantling  
the Constitutional Order of Ukraine and an Element of Genocide against the Ukrainian 
People.”  On this page, linguicide is described as “the aggressor nation’s actions in  
the temporarily occupied territories aimed at removal of the Ukrainian language from 
public space and public use, as well as discrimination, harassment or persecution  
of Ukrainian citizens because of language” (Ombudsman 2022a). Also, this page reports 
on over a hundred violations of the linguistic rights of Ukrainian speakers  
and discrimination against people who openly express their pro-Ukrainian position. 

 

7. Concluding Remarks 

Russia’s war against Ukraine and the full-scale invasion have highlighted the importance 
of expounding and tracking the progress of linguistic trends and practices in Ukraine.  
In addition, these factors continue to attract attention to contrasting language ideologies 
“language does not matter” and “language matters” (Bilaniuk 2016). Along with  
the existence of these two main ideologies, we may observe a rethinking of some 
functions of language, which acquire special importance in connection with the war and 
which may be shaped into separate ideologies — language as an effective tool of 
communication, and language as a weapon.   

In case of Ukraine, it can be predicted that the position of the Russian language  
in the official, and especially, in the educational sphere will decrease. At the same time, 
the Russian language continues to be present on television and on YouTube because  
the language serves as a tool for fighting Russian propaganda and conveying information 
in the most effective way. As importantly, Russian-language programs are designed not 
only for Ukrainians, but also for Russian speakers from Russia and other states. 
The reduction of Russian in the official sphere does not imply its complete displacement 
in private communication. The Russian language will not disappear for some time  
since there are citizens who are not ready to switch to Ukrainian immediately.  

 
1 For more information about linguicide see: Rudnytskyj (1967). 
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However, due to the invasion, there has been a decided trend towards the diminution of 
Russian in the private sphere.  

Language-in-education policy in Ukraine then correlates with the ideology 
“language matters,” where language is viewed as a matter of national security and as  
a tool of nation building and social mobility. Institutional changes in educational domains 
have aimed at strengthening the status and position of Ukrainian as the state language. 
Despite the existence of private Russian-language schools, it can be expected that,  
due to the full-scale invasion, the status of Russian as a language of instruction and a 
school subject will be decreasing. Also, we can expect to see the availability of minority 
language education. In this context, a challenge for Ukraine in its language-in-education 
policy will be a balanced policy in promotion of the Ukrainian language and  
the protection of linguistic and educational rights of national minorities. 

Although language education in Ukraine has recently been analyzed in several 
publications, there is room for deeper research in the following areas: empirical studies 
on changes of language practices in educational establishments due to  
the implementation of the new Law on Education (2017); language education of 
temporarily displaced children in Ukraine and abroad; comparative research on language 
developments in the educational domain, etc. The situation in the temporary occupied 
territories deserves special attention. In this case, Russia is not only pushing its narratives, 
but also is once again trying to use language as a pressure tool. The impact of the war on 
the language practices of Ukrainian society and the educational sphere requires further 
careful documentation and research through qualitative and quantitative methods — 
surveys, interviews, and observations. These methods will allow to investigate and 
answer important questions, such as whether attitudes toward languages have changed 
among representatives of national minorities; or what is the situation with the Russian 
language, and what are the attitudes toward the Russian language in the Ukrainian school 
system in different regions. They also will help to research the language situation in  
the communities of Ukrainian immigrants.   
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Abstract: This paper examines the influence of ideologies on the translation of 
literature for children and young adults (YA). I discuss the novel Le Capitaine Casse-Cou by 
French writer Louis Boussenard, which was translated into Ukrainian twice using different 
strategies. The analysis combines Andre Lefevere’s concepts of rewriting in translation with 
Lawrence Venuti’s discussion of foreignization and domestication translation strategies, 
Gideon Toury’s concept of norms of translation framed within postcolonial theory. Ideologies 
in translation are realized through the system of patronage, rewriting according to the system 
of social norms and through strategies of domestication and foreignization, which can shape 
colonial and national cultures. The paper focuses on representation of colonial and nation-
building ideologies in two translations for Ukrainian young adults, which I call Soviet-
Ukrainian, or Russian assimilation, and Diasporic-Ukrainian translation. I suggest that 
Boussenard’s novel is open to two opposite interpretations: from a metropolis and from  
a colonial viewpoint. I begin by examining representations of colonial and nation-building 
strategies used in the Soviet Union and in Ukrainian institutions abroad. I then explore how 
Boussenard’s novel was adapted to these ideologies. The analysis shows that translation  
can be used strategically to adapt the ideological norms of society — foreignization and 
domestication; they describe different social and cultural models for children and YA; and also 
reproduce a status of translators and of using opposite language ideologies.   
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1. Introduction 

Since the Russian Federation began the war against Ukraine in 2014, the international 
community has been carefully analyzing their ideologies as world view values of each  
of these societies. According to Radio Liberty, the goal of Russia’s current war against 
Ukraine is the restoration of the former empire and the subjugation of Ukraine,  
to achieve the actualization of several ideologies, including Russian world, pobedobesie 
(the Victory cult), and rashism (the Russian political ideology) (Khotyn 2022).1 Instead, 
significant global actors have come to associate Ukraine with resistance to colonialism 
and the nation’s right to its identity. According to the United Nations News, the questioning 
and denial of the Ukrainian identity and history as a justification for war is a violation of 
Ukrainians’ right to self-determination and their cultural rights; self-identification is  
the paramount expression of these rights and all discussions, by nation-states states and 
in social media, should respect this (Neskorozhana 2022). Both ideologies  
are implemented through different channels such as language, literature, and translation, 
and are also the focus of Ukrainian researchers about cultural colonialism and nation-
building through literature (Pavlyshyn 2014; Yurchuk 2013; Vardanian 2018), language 
(Zabuzhko 2009), and translation (Strikha 2020; Shmiher 2009). However, the themes of 
war, colonization, and national identity are also relevant to children’s and juvenile 
literature, which can also represent opposing ideologies through translations. To date, 
this issue has not yet been highlighted in Ukraine, but ideologies, manipulations, colonial, 
imperial, and national identity in translation are widely represented in  
Western translation studies (Lefevere 1992; Venuti 2005; Aksoy 2010; Tymoczko 2002; 
Oittinen 2014; Leonardi 2020; Goodwin 2020). As Maria Calzada Pérez states, translation 
is an operation carried out on language use because “translation itself is always a site of 
ideological encounters” (Pérez 2014: 3). The norms and values of the target culture  
are adapted into the target text. In addition, the educational role of children’s and juvenile 
literature involves ideological manipulations during translation. This research shows how 
translating children’s and juvenile literature promotes certain ideologies, which we need 
to be able to recognize and interpret. These ideologies are adapted to the norms of 
society in translated texts. The use of the Ukrainian language becomes another example 
of language ideology. Translation can contribute both to the formation of colonial 
discourse and to the formation of national identity.  

In this paper, I will consider two translations of the novel about the South African 
War (1899–1902), also called the Anglo-Boer War, the Boer War, titled Le Capitaine Casse-
Cou by the French writer Louis Boussenard, who was quite famous in Eastern Europe  
in the twentieth century. One translation was published in the Soviet Union (Boussenard 
1957), and the other was republished outside Ukraine a decade later (Boussenard 1965). 
Boussenard’s novel shows how the same text can embody opposing ideologies  
in translation to influence young adults. I connect these translations with current events 
in Ukraine and the ideologies of post-Soviet societies. For my analysis, I use  
the ideological approach to translation, particularly in translation for children and young 
adults. Primarily, Boussenard’s book, which he defined as adventure literature for  

 
1 All translations from Ukrainian, Russian, Polish, and French into English are my own. 
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young adults, describes all the challenging themes usually imposed on children’s and 
juvenile literature, depicting war, violence, murder, weapons, and alcohol and smoking.  
Moreover, the novel ambiguously depicts the political and historical events and famous 
figures depicted therein. In this respect, political and historical contexts about war, 
violence, genocide, and racism are a fruitful line for various rewritings (according to 
Lefevere) from the standpoint of metropolis and colony. They demonstrate how 
translation is a part of the formation and embodiment of certain ideologies: from colonial 
to nation-building. Analyzing these two translations, I aim to show that the ideological 
messages of Soviet and Diasporic translations of Boussenard’s novel Le Capitaine Casse-
Cou are in opposition to one another. I will also test my hypothesis that translations  
for children and young adults correspond to the ideological norms of a certain society or 
group of people who choose a text for translation. Translations then promote  
their ideologies through it or rewrite the target text to fit their ideologies. To test  
the hypothesis, I discuss the following questions: how are ideologies related to literature 
for children and young adults and its translations? How do power and institutions 
influence the rewriting of translations for young adults and implement language 
ideology? What strategies provide the implementation of ideological norms in Soviet and 
Diasporic translations into Ukrainian? 

 

2. Language, Ideologies, and Literature for Children and Young Adults  

Although it may seem unusual, ideologies are widely present in children’s and YA 
literature. This is the nature of children’s and YA literature as cultural practices to work 
as a way of socializing. According to John Stephens: 

Writing for children is usually purposeful, its intention being to foster in the child 
reader a positive perception of some socio-cultural values which, it is assumed, 
are shared by author and audience. These values include contemporary morality 
and ethics, a sense of what is valuable in the culture’s past (what a particular 
contemporary social formation regards as the culture’s centrally important 
traditions), and aspirations about the present and future (Stephens 1992: 3).  

In children’s and YA literature, ideology refers to “all espousal, assumption, 
consideration, and discussion of social and cultural values, whether overt or covert” 
(Sarland 1996: 41). Based on this account of ideology in children’s literature, Charles 
Sarland suggests that “all writing is ideological since all writing either assumes values 
even when not overtly espousing them, or is produced and also read within a social and 
cultural framework which is itself inevitably suffused with values, that is to say, suffused 
with ideology” (Sarland 1996: 41). However, ideologies are different in the manner  
of their implementation. Following Peter Hollindale (1988), John Stephens emphasizes 
that ideologies are present in children’s and YA literature on three levels: (1) active 
ideology (ideology appears as an overt or explicit element in the text, disclosing  
the writer’s social, political or moral beliefs, e.g., books which openly advocate 
progressive or enlightened ideas), (2) passive ideology (or the implicit presence in  
the text of the writer’s unexamined assumptions), and (3) ideology as inherent  
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within language, i.e., “the words, the rule-systems, the codes which constitute the text” 
(Stephens 1992: 10–11). Here, it means that “language is not just a site of social struggle 
but also an object of struggle, since an important aspect of social power lies in the power 
to determine word meanings and legitimate communicative norms” (Stephens 1992: 11). 
Children’s and YA literature is ideological because it plays socialization and education 
roles in addition to performing an aesthetic function. Ideology is a broad concept that 
may characterize not only beliefs related to the political dominance of a certain group, 
manipulations, and power. It also includes the social and cultural values of a certain 
society, which may be presented in children’s and YA literature in an explicit and implicit 
way as well as in the structure of language as a language ideology. 

For Kathryn Woolard, language ideology or ideological representations of 
language(s) is “enacted by ordinary community members as well as official institutions 
and elites, including academic scholars” (Woolard 2021: 1). It will be noted, according to 
both Hollindale and Stephens, “if children can be made aware of how such ideologies 
operate in fictional representations, they may be more empowered to identify equivalent 
ideological apparatuses in their experiences in the actual world” (Stephens 1992: 11). 
Thus, the language in children’s and YA literature can not only embody a certain ideology 
of a group or a writer, but also reflect certain societal processes related to  
the consequences of language usage. In this instance, Judith Irvine and Susan Gal 
emphasize that colonialism can be studied through language ideologies “because of 
colonialism’s obvious consequentiality, the clash of interests at stake, and the evident 
differences in points of view” (Irvine et al. 2000: 72). The colonial status of Ukraine in  
the twentieth century have thus affected the translation strategies and language 
practices of children’s and YA literature. However, before we compare Soviet-Ukrainian, 
or so-called Russian assimilation, and Diasporic-Ukrainian translations, it is significant to 
consider the theoretical frameworks on translation issues in children’s and YA literature. 

 

3. Ideologies in Translation for Children and YA 

Despite the existing opinion that translating children’s and YA literature is not essentially 
different from translating other forms of literature, there are some distinct nuances that 
greatly impact the translation of children’s and YA literature (O’Sullivan 2013). In Western 
translation studies, the study of translated literature for children and YA is based on  
an understanding of this literature’s specific characteristics (Sarland 1996; O’Sullivan 
2013; Oittinen 2014; Leonardi 2020; Goodwin 2020). Among the major features of 
children’s and YA literature that should be considered as a part of translation:  
(1) the concept of childhood, (2) the inclusion of this literature to the literary and  
the socio-educational systems, and (3) a selection of texts and themes considered 
appropriate for children and YA. Contemporary studies of children’s literature are based 
on the following developments in the field of translation studies: (1) Gideon Toury’s 
concept of norms of translation with its emphasis on the place of the text in the relevant 
cultural system, with an attendant focus on translation shifts; (2) Lawrence Venuti’s 
concept of the translator’s (in)visibility and his discussion of foreignization  
and domestication translation strategies; (3) the concept of a polysystem introduced by 
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Itamar Even-Zohar and Zohar Shavit who attempt to give children’s literature, along with 
other minor literatures, a proper place in the literary system; and (4) Andre Lefevere’s 
account of rewriting in translation, as well as Maria Tymoczko’s concept of cooperation 
between translation and power. I will briefly describe these theoretical and 
methodological frameworks below.  

 Audience specificity and the concept of the child(hood) image influences  
the rationale behind many of the translation shifts that occur in the process of producing 
books for children (Oittinen 2014). In other words, when translating, we should consider 
the following questions: “how should we adapt or rewrite the original?”, “to which norms 
of the target culture should we adhere?”, “what strategies should be used to make  
the text understandable to the target audience?”. The answers directly depend on what 
image of childhood exists in the target culture. Primarily, the concept of childhood  
is determined by the norms or social ideas of a particular community which are correct or 
acceptable for it in a certain period of a certain time. According to Toury, translators make 
decisions within these norms. Toury describes the following norms as the converting of 
the general values of a certain community: (1) preliminary norms which have to do with 
the choice of text types; (2) initial norms where a translator may subject themself either 
to the original text, with its norms, or to the norms active in the target culture;  
(3) operational norms consist of matrical norms relating to changes in the structure of  
the text, and textual-linguistic norms relating to changes in the text at the level of 
vocabulary and syntax (Toury 2000: 202–203). According to O’Sullivan, the choice of 
translation strategy depends on the extent to which the translator seeks to adapt  
the original to the social, cultural, and educational norms, values, and ideas dominant in 
a given culture at that specific time (O’Sullivan 2013). Venuti (2000) defines two 
strategies: domestication (or adaptation of the context of the original to the target 
culture) and foreignization (preserving the context of the culture of the original)  
which reflect the translator’s ideology. So, the translator’s ideology determines his 
strategy for adapting the original to the culture of the translation. In other words,  
the translator rewrites the original for the target culture. 

As Lefevere emphasizes, translations are rewritings which, “whatever their 
intention, reflect a certain ideology and poetics, and as such, manipulate literature to 
function in a given society in a given way” (Lefevere 1992: vii). Moreover, Lefevere 
considers rewritings as a manipulation, and defines their positive and negative aspects: 

Rewriting is manipulation, undertaken in the service of power, and in its positive 
aspect can help in the evolution of literature and a society. Rewritings can 
introduce new concepts, new genres, new devices, and the history of translation is 
the history also of literary innovation, of the shaping power of one culture upon 
another. But rewriting can also repress innovation, distort and contain, and in an 
age of ever-increasing manipulation of all kinds, the study of the manipulation 
processes of literature as exemplified by translation can help us towards a greater 
awareness of the world in which we live (Lefevere 1992: vii). 

  Thus, depending on the role of translation in society and the influence of  
the power on it, translation can be considered either as a tool for acculturation and 
enrichment of native culture and language, or as a colonial enterprise,  
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meaning a suppression of national identities and culture, when language is intimately 
bound up with the ideologies that legitimize colonization (Aksoy 2010: 441).  
The development of these processes, according to Lefevere, is related to control factors. 
One control factor belongs squarely within the literary (it is represented by  
the professionals such as critics, reviewers, teachers, and translators who represent 
reigning orthodoxy); the other is to be found outside that system (patronage in the form of 
such as persons and institutions – academies, censorship bureaus, critical journals,  
and educational establishment) (Lefevere 1992: 14–15). In addition, Lefevere emphasizes 
that “patron(s) count on these professionals to bring the literary system in line with their 
own ideology” (Lefevere 1992: 15–16). In other words, patrons make decisions about 
book selection, and professionals choose strategies for translating texts for children’s and 
YA literature in the language, themes, and design in accordance with the ideologies 
inherent in the society in which they are located, while also focusing on that society’s 
concept of childhood.  

Tymoczko continues to develop Lefevere’s ideas, emphasizing that translators 
participate in powerful acts that create knowledge and shape culture (Tymoczko et al. 
2002: xxi). She connects translation with both the concepts of colonialism and 
imperialism, as well as movements of resistance to power and oppression. In addition, 
translation can contribute to nation-building. According to Venuti, translation can support 
the formation of national identities through both the selection of foreign texts and  
the development of discursive strategies in translation:  

A foreign text may be chosen because the social situation in which it was produced 
is seen as analogous to that of the translating culture, and thus as illuminating of 
the problems that a nation must confront in its emergence. A foreign text may also 
be chosen because its form and theme contribute to the creation of a specific 
discourse of nation in the translating culture. Similarly, a foreign text may be 
translated with a discursive strategy that has come to be regarded as  
a distinguishing characteristic of the nation because that strategy has long 
dominated translation traditions and practices in the translating culture.  
A translation strategy may also be affiliated with a national discourse because  
it employs a dialect that has gained acceptance as the standard dialect  
or the national language (Venuti 2005: 180). 

To comprehend these phenomena in translation, it is necessary to determine  
what cultural values society has regarding the spiritual formation of a child. Ideological 
manipulation is that which is adapted to adhere to adults’ (parents’, teachers’, etc.) 
supposed sets of values (Alvstad 2010: 23). On the one hand, translators of literature for 
children and YA reflect the ideological values of a certain culture, such as their attitude 
to freedom, struggle, and colonization; on the other hand, they reproduce or avoid certain 
moral and ethical topics. Sex, violence, alcohol, and injustice are often challenging 
subjects, in particular. In fact, the norms of the source text may either forbid  
the translation, or it may be adapted to the norms of the target culture (O’Sullivan 2013: 
452). Since the translation is often oriented towards the image of the reader of  
a certain target culture, the original is rewritten according to the ideological and  
cultural norms of the society. In the implementation of norms, in particular,  
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the selection of books and topics for the translation of children’s and YA literature, special 
place is given to institutions that select books for the implementation of certain 
ideologies. I will now discuss these institutions, some of which existed in the Ukrainian 
diaspora, while others were formed in the Soviet Union. I will also determine what place 
they assigned to translation and how it is related to the ideologies, in particular language 
ideologies that they promoted.  

 

4. Colonial and National Strategies of the Patronage System 

Literature for children and YA occupied a significant place in both the Diasporic-Ukrainian 
and in Soviet literary polysystems of the twentieth century. Like their sources, translations 
embodied opposite ideologies: nation-building and colonial. According to Marko 
Pavlyshyn, “the strategies of cultural colonialism include the exploitation of the cultural 
resources of the colonized (people, institutions, cultural objects, and historical memory); 
the control over the perception of cultural value, which provides the metropolis with 
prestige and an aura of universalism; the positioning of the colony as marginal, provincial, 
and able to gain meaning only through the mediation of the metropolis; and  
the regulation of cultural activities in the colony to minimize competition with the 
metropolis for visibility and prestige” (Pavlyshyn 2014: 239). In the Soviet empire,  
a cultural colonial strategy was used in censorship regarding the implementation of 
communist ideology into children’s books, the selection of texts for translation, language 
ideology, and the invisibility of the Ukrainian translator.  

It is worth mentioning that in the post-colonial Ukraine, recognizing Ukraine as  
a colony has been rejected. As Olena Yurchuk suggests, it is connected with “a masked 
reluctance to perceive Russia as an empire, a misunderstanding of its actions as 
aggressive towards the Ukrainian nation” (Yurchuk 2013: 19). In fact, the Soviet Union 
used an imperial scheme: Russia is the center, Ukraine is the periphery; Russian culture 
is higher, which develops at a fast pace and dictates patterns; Ukrainian culture is lower, 
must be marginalized and assimilated into the culture of the colonizer. In this way,  
the Soviet Union promoted the myth of the common history of fraternal nations,  
as well as implemented the policy of Russification of Ukrainians, which occurred through 
the imposition of the Russian language and the appropriation of Ukrainian culture 
(Yurchuk 2013: 37). The imperial metropolis established a monopoly on high culture, 
which it equated with such language code as Russian, while its cultural institutions  
did not give the possibility for the development of other languages (Pavlyshyn 2014: 233). 
Instead, the Russian language and culture were imposed as the unifying force for creating 
a single nation through cultural assimilation in the USSR (Goodwin 2020: 37).  

The idea of a new Soviet human (homo soveticus) and Soviet identity was total  
in all areas of society. Primarily, it manifested in the sovietization of children’s and  
YA literature, which aimed to “strengthen class, international, and labor education” 
(Goodwin 2020: 44). The Communist Party carried out the patronage of original and 
translated literature.  
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The state publishing house Detskaia literatura (Children’s Literature), established 
in 1933, was the official authority and was given full control over children’s literature and 
selection of books. In 1955, Detskaia literatura opened a new section of foreign literature, 
which was to be responsible for the creation of corpora of books close to Soviet ideology. 
As Brian James Baer claims, translation under communism created “the phenomena  
of extensive government-sponsored translation and strict censorship of translation”  
(Baer 2011: 9). Thus, “the ideological context of the Soviet epoch laid the foundations for 
creating ideologically correct translations” (Goodwin 2020: 32).  

In addition to the ideology of the literature itself and censorship in the selection 
of books, translations also had to embody a language ideology. Translations from various 
languages were to contribute to the creation of a global Socialist Realist canon, as well 
as a Soviet canon of representative expressions of national cultures from within  
the empire (Witt 2011: 151). At the same time, realist translation as a new method of free 
translation was approved by the official authorities. Although it condemned literal 
translation (bukvalizm) into Russian, for translations from Russian into minority 
languages, literalism was encouraged (Friedberg 1997 quoted in Witt 2011: 156). 

Thus, Russification was connected with the official ideology of the Communist 
Party, which legitimized the colonization of Ukraine, in particular by means of language, 
thereby suppressing the national identity of Ukrainians. This political language ideology 
was forced onto translators, who were allowed to translate not from  
the original, but only through Russian as an intermediary language, i.e., from previous 
Russian translations, observing exact correlations between the source (Russian) 
translation and the target text. As Samantha Sherry claims, “literal translation privileged 
the faithful reproduction of form and content in the transfer of the foreign text into  
the target language, muting the voice of the translator and allowing the source culture 
to come through” (Sherry 2015: 27). In this way, the Russian language, as well as Russian-
Soviet ideologies, permeated the Ukrainian language and culture. According to Oksana 
Zabuzhko, the implementation of this language ideology consisted of “demonstrating the 
optionality of the Ukrainian language”. In this way, it was necessary to prove  
the impracticality and the lack of economy of using the Ukrainian language, which was 
to become absolutely non-independent, identical to Russian, and therefore, simply  
an extra language which one could do without (Zabuzhko 2009: 123).  

The consequences of this policy of language ideology led to the total Russification 
of Ukrainian children and young adults, where the Ukrainian language remained only for 
home use. Likewise, the Ukrainian-Soviet translation operated within colonial discourse. 
According to Maksym Strikha, it aimed “not to affirm the self-worth of Ukrainian literature, 
but to fit it into the cruelly defined hierarchy of fraternal nations” (Strikha 2020: 247). 
Therefore, Ukrainian-Soviet translators were invisible (in Venuti’s sense). They had  
to create an assimilation translation, imitate the expressions of the original Russian 
translations, raise the values of the dominant Russian culture, and were not allowed  
to challenge the colonial foundations of the regime.  
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At that time, the Ukrainian diaspora resisted this Russian colonial policy.  
“Ukraine is not Russia” was the rallying cry of the Ukrainian diaspora, which promoted  
the ideologies of nation-building through various channels, including through language, 
literature, and translation. Ukrainians abroad viewed Soviet Ukraine as a so-called 
territory occupied by the Russian Bolsheviks since 1921. Therefore, the preservation of 
the Ukrainian language was of primary importance for them. In this way, they opposed 
Russification as a language ideology of the USSR and taught the Ukrainian language to 
their children, who were raised in a bilingual environment. 

The ideology of the Ukrainian diaspora itself was based on the premise that 
language affiliation determines the self-sufficiency of Ukrainian culture, history, identity,  
and territory. The strategy for choosing translated books for publishing was one that 
would approve the path of Ukrainians to nation-building and self-sufficiency of  
the Ukrainian language. Therefore, Diasporic institutions were guided by the following 
principles in selection of literature for translation: first, the proximity of the original to 
the ideological and cultural values of Ukrainians, second, the popularity of the work and 
its translation into cultural languages. Cultural languages were all the languages of 
prominent and ancient cultures. In this regard, they aimed to raise the prestige of  
the Ukrainian language, to affirm the Ukrainian language as on par with other languages 
as an original one, and to draw the attention of young Ukrainians to books in their native 
language (Vardanian 2018: 335).  

In the original and translated literature for children and YA, the Ukrainian diaspora 
mostly used the first academic all-Ukrainian spelling called Kharkiv spelling.1  
It was created in 1928 by Ukrainian linguists from different parts of Ukraine and united  
the Galician (Western Ukrainian) and Dnieper (Greater Ukrainian) written traditions 
(Holodomor Museum 2022). In 1933, during the struggle against Ukrainian bourgeois 
nationalism, a new People’s Commissar for Education of the UkrSSR approved a different 
spelling which contained significant changes and cancelled numerous norms  
as nationalistic and “intended to artificially separate the Ukrainian language from its great 
fraternal Russian” (Ukrainskyi pravopys 2019: 7). Only in 2018 did the modern edition of 
the Ukrainian spelling resurrect some features of the 1928 spelling. This update has  
a modern scientific basis and is part of the Ukrainian orthographic tradition (Ukrainskyi 
pravopys 2019: 8). The Ukrainian diaspora strove to preserve the first academic  
all-Ukrainian spelling in the twentieth century because it associated the three following 
aspects with the use of the Ukrainian language: national prestige, the soul of  
the Ukrainian nation, and belonging to the homeland (Horokhovych 1990: 152–153). 

The selection of books for translation covered the classics of children’s and  
YA literature, including Hans Christian Andersen, Daniel Defoe, Jules Verne, Aesop, 
the Brothers Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm, Charles Dickens, Miguel de Cervantes, Mark 
Twain, Rudyard Kipling, Victor Hugo, and others. The publishing repertoire of translations 
defined natural, religious-Christian, moral-ethical, patriotic, and ideological themes,  

 
1 Also called Skrypnyk’s spelling from the surname of the People’s Commissar for Education Mykola Skrypnyk 
who approved the spelling and Holoskevich’s spelling from the name of the main ideologue of spelling, 
linguist Hryhoriy Holoskevych. 
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as well as topics of colonization, war, and changes in the social system (Catalogue 1922; 
1933; 1935; 1936; 1937; 1992; 1993). Books on patriotic themes were supposed to reflect 
Ukrainian analogies to nations who fought for their independence or resisted fascism 
during the Second World War. In addition to the national discourse, the Ukrainian diaspora 
promoted the Ukrainian language. These translated books were adapted to  
the ideological and cultural norms and models of the Ukrainian diaspora,  
which contributed to the establishment of Ukrainian identity, the reproduction of  
the durability of Ukrainian history and culture, and the preservation of the Ukrainian 
language. It is clear that translations for children and YA occupied a central place in  
the literary polysystem of the Ukrainian diaspora. 

During the Interwar Years, translated books for children and YA were often 
published in the West of Ukraine (Ukrainian Galicia), the home of much of the Ukrainian 
diaspora. However, they were republished under the patronage of numerous  
non-governmental institutions, in particular the Leonid Hlibov Association of Children’s 
Literature, the International Educational Coordinating Council, youth unions and 
movements such as Plast (Пласт – Ukrainian Scouting Organization), CYM (СУМ, Сучасна 
Українська Молодь — Ukrainian Youth Association), educational institutions (Ukrainian 
Saturday Schools), scientific institutions, such as Shevchenko Scientific Society, and 
numerous publishing houses (Svoboda, Hoverla) (Vardanian 2020). Despite such a diversity 
of institutions, they were united by a common task: to unite for the preservation of  
the Ukrainian identity, national idea, and the Ukrainian language. These institutions 
brought together writers, translators, publishers, illustrators, researchers, and educators. 
Institutions had their own publishing houses which published books and magazines  
for children and YA.  

The selection of published books was recorded in special catalogues. As evidenced 
by the catalogues of books published in the West of Ukraine (Ukrainian Galicia) and  
the Ukrainian diaspora (Catalogue 1922; 1933; 1935; 1936; 1937; 1977; 1992; 1993), 
books that were published in the Interwar Years in Ukrainian Galicia were often 
republished in the diaspora either with or without the name of the original publishing 
house, of which there were over one hundred in the West of Ukraine at the time.  
This created an image of strong publishing activity in Ukrainian diaspora. The Ukrainian 
translation of Louis Boussenard’s book Le Capitaine Casse-Cou translated as Bortsi za Voliu 
(Fighters for Freedom) and reprinted in 1965 in New York by the publishing house OKO 
was one of these books.1 In the New York edition of Boussenard’s translation,  

 
1 OKO publishing house was founded in the former Galicia in the West of Ukraine in 1921. According to  
the memoirs of Anatolii Kurdydyka, “the publishing house was liquidated by the war and the Bolshevik 
occupation of Ukraine in 1939” (Kurdydyka 1988: 323). The publishing house was established by Osyp and 
Olena Kuzma. They published three types of books: (1) original books of patriotic Ukrainian content,  
(2) translations, and (3) a periodical series “library for all” called Riast, published monthly for mass 
distribution (Kurdydyka 1988: 323). At that time, most publishing houses independently determined the 
topics of books to be printed. So, OKO aimed at “forming the national self-awareness of the young 
generation in conditions of statelessness” (Pirko 2017: 544). The release about the Ukrainian translation of 
Le Capitaine Casse-Cou under the title Bortsi za Voliu is contained in the Polish catalogues for 1901–1939 
(Dobrzyńska et al. 1993) and the Lviv catalogues (Catalogue 1935; 1936) for 1933–1936 and the catalogue 
(1937) of books published by Mykola Matviichuk for 1937. In the Ukrainian catalogues (Catalogue 1935; 
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the writer’s surname and the publisher’s name are added, but the translator’s surname  
is not indicated. Although the translator is unknown, he is visible in the translation as  
it was fashioned according to the major Ukrainian theme of the independent Ukrainian 
state and resistance to the Russian Empire. 

While many of Boussenard’s books were published in Russian translations, only  
Le Capitaine Casse-Cou was translated into Ukrainian twice. I defined these Ukrainian 
translations as Soviet-Ukrainian, or Russian assimilation (Boussenard 1957), and 
Diasporic-Ukrainian adaptation (Boussenard 1965). I suggest that the Ukrainian reprinted 
translation may be a response to the colonial assimilated translation of Yevhen 
Drobiazko. A connection between translations is evidenced not only by the time of  
the reprinting of the Diasporic-Ukrainian translation, but also using the same illustration 
by the French illustrator Charles Clerice in both the Ukrainian translations (1865–1912), 
these translations are dealt with in the next section. 

 

5. One Original—Two Translation Strategies—Opposite Ideologies  

5.1. Boussenard’s Le Capitaine Casse-Cou in the original and its ideology  

The adventure novel Le Capitaine Casse-Cou (1901) by French writer Louis Henri 
Boussenard (1847–1910) remains a highly influential writing of the early twentieth 
century. Although it is classified as an adventure novel, it is based on historical events  
of the Boer War. Between 1899–1902, Great Britain fought a bitter colonial war against 
the Boers1 in South Africa, where it sought to expand British colonial possessions 
(Dumenko 2012). Boussenard portrays this war with historical accuracy, naming military 
and political figures, and describes in detail the geographical space of Africa, its toponyms 
and hydronyms. In addition, the novel contains autobiographical elements, as Boussenard 
also described his war experience in the Franco-Prussian War. Boussenard paints the Boer 
War as a bloody and cruel phenomenon with episodes of murder, cruel treatment, and 
torture of prisoners of war, war crimes against civilians, mass executions, and the use of 
the scorched-earth policy militarily, and looting by soldiers (Boussenard 1925). 
Boussenard evaluates military events and images of other nations. He is particularly 
negative in his description of the British, who are represented as the devious colonizers 
of Africa. However, he describes with sympathy the French and French-speaking 
Canadians who fought on the side of Great Britain as its subjects at that time.  

Historical and autobiographical elements are included in the adventure plot.  
The young Frenchman Jean Grandier adds to the dynamism and adventurousness of  
the novel. He gathers an international battalion of volunteers from among other fourteen 
and sixteen-year-old boys like himself for the war against Great Britain in Africa,  
 
where the two republics of Transvaal and the Orange Free State seek to defend their 

 
1936), the translation is given without the writer’s surname and the name of the publishing house, but with 
the translator’s initials O. P. and number of pages. 
1 Boers or Afrikaners are the South African ethnic group from Dutch, French, and German settlers who 
arrived in Africa in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. 
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independence. Jean Grandier, nicknamed capitaine Casse-Cou (Captain Daredevil), and his 
comrades get into various dangerous situations, from which they always find a way out, 
and the war thus acquires the features of romance and adventurism. Therefore,  
the novel not only has vivid ideological features in the evaluations of the metropolis  
and colony of war values, but also a powerful didactic role in the upbringing of patriotic 
young adults. 

Despite Boussenard’s sharp criticism of Britain for the Boer War and their 
colonization policy, and his portrayal of the French as people with the best virtues  
who helped smaller nations fight for their independence, France itself had colonies in 
Africa, and between 1871 and 1931 developed a project of cultural colonialism.  
Such colonialism took various forms and spread through a diverse range of channels, 
including adventure literature (Cornick 2006: 137). A new literary genre, combining 
pedagogy with enthralling stories of “derring-do”, was wildly supported by Jules Verne 
and his followers, such as Alfred Assollant, Paul D’Ivoi, Louis Boussenard, and Colonel 
Driant, who “were not exclusively vehicles for imperialist ideology:” “They were also read 
for the thrills, the violence, and the escapist exoticism, all of which were broadly 
considered constituting a beneficial experience” (Cornick 2006: 141). In this regard, 
Boussenard’s adventure novel as an ideology can be interpreted from two views:  
(1) how the metropolis perceives the colony, determining national policy towards  
the colony, and (2) how the colony resisted the empire in pursuit of self-assertion and 
nation-building. This novel resonated both in the metropolis and colony, evoking a range 
of emotions from excitement to complete apathy.  

5.2. The original rendered via two ideologies  

At this time, the Boer War was a popular topic for European authors. Peoples who 
had no independent states interpreted this war as a call to fight for their identity against 
empires. Boussenard’s book influenced Polish people and Ukrainians, particularly Western 
Ukrainians, because neither were independent at that time. The Polish translation  
was published immediately after the original in 1902 (Catalogue 1903). As Pawel Zajas 
points out, “writing about the fighting Boers was a way to bypass censorship and bring 
the forbidden political context to the Polish reader” (Zajas 2012: 30). During the Anglo-
Boer War, “the Polish people quite strongly saw their collective image in the Boers” (Zajas 
2012: 48). In the presentation of this topic, as Pawel Zajas emphasizes, the Polish writers 
ask: “what can a small nation, which has just become acutely aware of its smallness,  
do to physically survive and preserve its identity?” (Zajas 2012: 48). I suggest that the first 
Ukrainian translation of Boussenard’s novel appeared under Polish influence due to  
the historical and cultural circumstances in which Polish people and Ukrainians found 
themselves at the time. That is why the mention of the Ukrainian translation appears  
in Polish catalogues for 1901–1939 (Dobrzyńska et al. 1993: 117). Western Ukrainians 
were familiar with the Boer War, which they, like Polish people, perceived in the same 
light as the struggle of the Ukrainian nation for their state independence against various 
types of colonization. 

 

Those within the boundaries of early the twentieth century empires, however, 
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perceived the South African War differently. The adventure novel, like other of 
Boussenard’s books, has never been translated into English, and references to the writer 
in English- and French-language studies on French literature are rare, too. However, 
Boussenard’s books were actively published in Russian Empire (1721–1917) in 1911. 
Literaturnaya entsiklopediya (The Literary Soviet Encyclopedia) explains why Boussenard’s 
books were republished after the collapse of Russian Empire in the USSR.  
First, Boussenard’s writings are “acceptable ideologically and artistically,” the criteria for 
selecting books for translation by the Soviet censorship. Second, Boussenard  
was favorably received in the Soviet Union for his views on European conquerors. 
According to Literaturnaya entsiklopediya, he “condemned the cruel European conquerors, 
who by fire and sword planted their power in the colonies” (Friče et al. 1929–1939).  
It also corresponded to the ideological norms of Soviet culture, portraying itself to  
the West as the most noble of countries with class equality and equality of the nations of 
the socialist republics, while forming young communists.  

To conform to these norms and to create a realist translation, in 1955 a new Russian 
translation by Konstantin Polevoy was written under the title Kapitan Sorvi-golova 
(Captain Daredevil), which was published under the patronage of the state publishing 
house Detskaia literatura (Boussenard 1955). This edition was republished in 1956, and 
Yevhen Drobiazko’s Kapitan Zirvyholova (Captain Daredevil) and a Ukrainian translation 
was published in 1957 (Boussenard 1957). Kapitan Sorvi-golova was repeatedly published 
in the USSR, and adapted to film where the story about the young avengers formed  
the basis of the popular Soviet film Neulovimyye mstiteli (The Elusive Avengers). Like the 
Jules Verne’s book, A Captain at Fifteen, the novel about Captain Daredevil was a classic of 
adventure literature in the polysystem of Soviet culture. It not only ideologically blended 
well with the norms of Soviet society, but it also played an important educational role  
in the formation of the new Soviet human. The concept of childhood develops through 
the formation of the image of a fully militarized young adult, ready for all bloody and 
cruel atrocities of the war, capable of fighting to the end while fully satisfying  
his international debt by helping the young republics to gain independence. A few 
generations of young adults born in the USSR, as well as those who continued  
the traditions of the Soviet colonization culture, grew up on this ideology. 

5.3. Translation as colonization  

The Russian translation Le Capitaine Casse-Cou (1955) follows the strategy of 
foreignization and fidelity as the norm of the realist translation. Both the Russian 
translation and the Ukrainian indirect translation, i.e., translation from the previous 
Russian translation, preserve the storyline, reproducing exactly the original main 
character and cultural realities (e.g., geographical names, characters’ names and 
surnames, national clothes, and coins). However, the ideological Soviet component  
is adapted at different levels.  

The Russian translator Polevoy clearly defines it in the afterword to his  
Russian translation: “Reader’s love Boussenard’s heroes for their indomitable courage;  
 
they have the most valuable quality of youth – to fight to the end for a righteous cause” 
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(Boussenard 1955: 294). The translator emphasizes education in the spirit of 
internationalism, condemns the British colonial policy, and promotes the readiness to die 
at the behest of the authorities. To this end, the translator sometimes rewrites historical 
events, and discusses specific events with the author, in particular the battle of  
the Russian troops with the army of Frederick the Second. He deletes the prayer of  
the Boers, comments on the military tactics of the Boers, and adds his evaluations to  
the actions of the British military, which he calls civilized barbarians (Boussenard 1955: 
15). This opinion is seen in the Soviet-Ukrainian assimilation, where we can read  
the translator’s comments:  

Гнатися за людиною, бачити її агонію, — яка насолода для цивілізованих 
варварів. 
To pursue a human being, seeing their agony, what a pleasure for civilized 
barbarians (Boussenard 1956: 15).  

In the original text, there is nothing similar to this comment. 

Boussenard’s mention of England as a great nation that was admired did not 
correspond to the Soviet ideology, so the translator deleted that part. Moreover,  
the translator constantly employed ideological images to form certain stereotypes.  
In particular, Polevoy changes, and Drobiazko transfers this into the Ukrainian translation, 
the name of a gang of people searching for gold from de l'Étoile rouge (Червона зірка — 
Red Star) to Коричнева зірка (Brown Star). Red Star is the ideological symbol of the USSR, 
the state emblem on the flags and the highest award for services to the USSR. Censorship 
would not allow a sacred Soviet symbol to stand for bandits or thieves in the translation. 
Instead, another image Brown Star became a suitable ideological substitution. It became 
an allusion to the brown plague which was used to denote the National Socialist 
movement in Germany in the first half of the twentieth century. While the memory of  
the Second World War (or for the USSR – the Great Patriotic War) was still quite fresh at 
that time, this substitution strategy emphasized the negativity of the image. To enhance 
the effect, the translator often added to the target text the following propaganda slogans 
which were often promoted by the Soviet authorities: священний обов’язок перед 
вітчизною (sacred duty to the country), захисники нашої батьківщини (defenders of our 
country), священна справа боротьби (sacred cause of struggle). They were intended to 
evoke a wave of patriotic feelings in those who had recently survived the onslaught of 
Nazi Germany and a imbue a sense of support for those facing a powerful opponent. 

Another image, that of Гаврош (Gavroche), played a similar manipulative meaning. 
For comparison, in the original, this is the general term for any homeless Parisian boy;  
in the translation, attention is focused on this image by the capitalization of the word and 
the translator’s comments about the little boy of Victor Hugo’s novel Les Misérables.  
The translator’s manipulation of the theme of destitution can be seen through  
the distortion of information about Kapitan Zirvyholova’s wealth. In the original,  
he has millions in bank deposits, but in the Russian translation and Ukrainian assimilation, 
only a few thousand pounds.  

 

This is also an important ideological purification: a wealthy young man did not fit 
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into the concept of an impoverished people. For the same reason, the translator 
sympathizes with another character — Fanfan, nicknamed Тюльпан (Fanfan the Tulip;  
fr. La Tulipe). In the comments, the translator characterizes him in the following way: “the 
image of a soldier created in French folklore as a brave and cheerful adventurer, always 
ready to defend a cause that he considers as a rightful one” (Boussenard 1955: 39). If 
these characters in the original are ordinary names or images, in the translation they 
acquire an ideological status.  

In addition, Polevoy freely adds or deletes information about the Boers and  
the British to encourage the reader to make an ideologically correct choice.  
He even rewrites Boussenard’s thoughts on colonization. The translator leaves intact 
information about British colonization policy but deletes general thoughts on 
colonization as a phenomenon:  

N’est-ce point là l’éternel recommencement de cette loi fatale de la nature qui 
livre les petits et les faibles à la voracité des plus gros et des plus forts!  

Is this not the eternal recommencement of this fatal law, which gives the small 
and weak to the slaughter of the largest and strongest! (Boussenard 1925: 152) 

Thereby, the Russian translator links this phenomenon only to Great Britain. 
Through this strategy of omission, we see that the Soviet ideology did not recognize itself 
as a colonizer of other Soviet nations and the imperial narratives were hidden from other 
Soviet republics, in particular through linguistic colonization.  

Drobiazko’s assimilative translation follows this imperial ideology.  
In his translation, literal strategy (bukvalizm) is the initial norm (according to Toury), 
putting the translator’s decision in compliance with the norm of the Russian source text. 
In the Soviet-Ukrainian translation, Drobiazko uses the Russian language culture of 
Polevoy’s text as the original. At the lexical level, Drobiazko adheres to operational norms 
(according to Toury) that required Russian to be the original culture by often resorting  
to direct translation and calque(s) from Russian as a way of erasing and eradicating 
Ukrainianness. For comparison (Table 1):  

Table 1. Examples of calque from Russian into Ukrainian 

Russian translation Russian calque in 
Ukrainian translation 

Standard Ukrainian form English translation 

“позарез нужна 
помощь” 

[pozarez nuzhna 
pomoshch'] 

“до зарізу потрібна 
допомога” 

[do zarizu potribna 
dopomoha] 

“украй потрібна 
допомога” 

[ukrai potribna 
dopomoha] 

really need help 

“стать на защиту дела” 
[stat' na zashchitu dela] 

“стати на захист діла” 
[staty na zakhyst dila] 

“стати на захист справи” 
[staty na zakhyst spravy] 

stand up for the 
cause 

“200 тысяч человек” 
[200 tisyach chelovek] 

“200 тисяч чоловік” 
[200 tysiach cholovik] 

“200 тисяч осіб” 
[200 tysiach osib] 

200 thousand 
people 

“товарищи-солдаты” 
[tovarishchi-soldaty] 

“товариши-солдати” 
[tovaryshy-soldaty] 

“бойові побратими” 
[boiovi pobratymy] 

comrades in arms 

Drobiazko also uses the Russian calque “превосходительство” (“Your Excellency”), 
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which was used in Russia until 1917 to address titled persons. Similarly,  
Drobiazko borrows paratextual material, in particular Polevoy’s comments, but does  
not add the afterword because he must be invisible, the voice of the colony — inaudible, 
the translation — Sovietized, the language — assimilated. The Ukrainian language  
in this translation then acts as a record of the subordination of culture, its use in 
accordance with the prevailing Russian norms and values. 

5.4. Translation as nation-building 

By contrast, Diasporic-Ukrainian translation (Boussenard 1965) acquired  
a rather distinct Ukrainian cultural color. The translator chose his strategy for  
the following reasons: (1) as an opposition to Drobiazko’s assimilative translation;  
(2) to promote Ukrainian culture, language, and national ideas; and (3) to comply with 
publishing requirements regarding volumes of children’s and YA books. As Oittinen 
emphasizes, “anything can be domesticated: names, the setting, genres, historical events, 
cultural or religious rites and beliefs” (Oittinen 2014: 43).  

In the Diasporic-Ukrainian translation, the first technique of domestication is  
the reduction of Boussenard’s novel to the genre of a short story. This genre was quite 
widespread in the literary polysystem of Ukrainian diaspora. It is easier perceived by 
children and YA due to its format. Moreover, it contributes to the brief transmission of 
certain values. The second technique is rewriting the plot through the use of a purification 
strategy. This technique deletes everything that is considered inappropriate in order to 
emphasize the patriotic model of education for the struggle for Ukrainian freedom.  
The translator omits and deletes from Boussenard’s book many scenes about violence, 
racism, smoking, and alcohol – all things that are challenging and frequent themes in 
children’s and YA literature. The language of translation is purified, too. The translator 
uses Ukrainian cultural realities козак (Cossack), хлоп (farmer, peasant), сотник (captain, 
centurion), побратими (brothers), степовий (steppe) and domesticates names Павло 
(Pavlo). In addition, he uses the Ukrainian letter Ґ ([G]) for geographical names (Ґвінейська 
затока – Gulf of Guinea), defined by the norms of the Kharkiv spelling (1928), as well  
as various expressions or words used in spoken Western Ukrainian dialect. The third 
technique is explication through paratextual explanations in the form of the title and 
subtitle, footnotes in the text, preface, afterword, illustrations, and a map of Africa. 

As Taras Shmiher emphasizes, “translation of the title by itself already creates 
certain conceptual guidelines for the translation of the full text” (Shmiher 2009: 185). 
Unlike the Soviet translations, the Diasporic-Ukrainian translation changes the title to 
Bortsi za voliu (Fighters for Freedom) to emphasize the unity of the people to fight, and 
adds a subtitle: “A short story about the Anglo-Boer War.” This emphasizes the ideological 
center of the translation, in particular the opposition of the colony to the metropolis.  
A similar national struggle for Ukrainian independence occurred in 1917–1921. 
Therefore, this idea was the most important for the Ukrainian diaspora (Vardanian 2020: 
5). Unlike the original and Drobiazko’s assimilated translation, the translator makes his 
protagonist not a Frenchman, but a Boer. Obviously, the translator believed that  
 
only natives of a territory or homeland should protect it. He emphasizes this opinion in 
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his comment about the distinctions between mercenaries and protectors:  

Англійська армія була далеко від свого рідного краю і не знала терену. Це були 
наємні вояки, які служили не для ідеї, а за гроші. Зате Бури горіли запалом 
оборони свого рідного краю перед захланим ворогом, світовим грабіжником, 
якому ще було замало чужих країн і кольоній.  

The British army was far from its native land and did not know the new country. 
They were mercenaries who fought not for an idea, but for money. By contrast,  
the Boers were burning with the fervor of defending their native land against  
a greedy enemy, robbers of the world, ever looking for more countries and colonies 
(Boussenard 1965: 26–27).  

To emphasize the defender’s connection with his native land, the translator 
changes the image of the sister to the image of the mother, to whom the son is writing  
a letter. This is not accidental. The image of the son and mother is a critical cultural code 
in Ukrainian culture. A son is a defender of his native land; a mother is not only a woman, 
but also a symbol of Ukraine. If we compare the conclusion of the protagonist’s letter in 
the assimilated Soviet translation and the translation published in the Ukrainian diaspora, 
we can identify certain elements of the model of education promoted through translated 
literature. In the Diasporic version, the idea of love for the land and mother is openly 
professed; in the Soviet version, the young adult is not rooted in the land, he has other 
values for which he is ready to fight. For comparison:  

Original: “«Il est impossible, vois-tu, chère soeur aimée, que ton Jean ferme si 
prématurément le livre de ses aventures. Ou je me trompe fort, ou tu entendras 
bientôt parler de ton frère qui, plus que jamais, demeure et signe: Capitaine Casse-
Cou” (It is impossible, you see, dear sister, for your Jean to close the book of his 
adventures so prematurely. Either I am very wrong, or you will soon hear about 
your brother who, more than ever, remains and signs: Captain Daredevil) 
(Boussenard 1925: 224). 

Soviet translation: “Якщо передчуття не обманює мене, люба сестро, ти ще 
почуєш дещо про свого брата, який більше, ніж будь-коли, палає бажанням 
виправдати своє прізвисько – капітан Зірвиголова” (If my premonition does not 
deceive me, dear sister, you will hear something about your brother, who is more 
than ever burning with the desire to live up to his nickname – Captain Daredevil) 
(Boussenard 1957: 293).  

Diasporic translation: “Я сподіваюся, що наш народ оборонить свій край і я 
побачу тебе ще, мамо. І ти, і я будемо тоді щасливі. Твій Жан” (I hope that our 
nation will defend their land and I will see you again, mummy. Both you and I will 
be happy then. Your Jean) (Boussenard 1965: 32).  

The paratext of the Diasporic translation also talks about the implementation  
of the educational model to defend a homeland. At the beginning of the translation,  
the translator addresses the reader through a map of Africa with the following comments:  

Нині ціла Південна Африка є під владою Англії, хоч має свій парлямент і 
самоуправу. – А тепер гляньте ген-ген вгору! Там побачите наше Чорне Море і 
кінчик нашого краю – України! Читаючи цю книжку, вгадуйте свою Україну!  

Today South Africa is colonized by Great Britain, though it has its parliament and 
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self-government. Now look up! There you will see our Black Sea and a strip of our 
motherland. It is Ukraine! Reading this book, see in it your Ukraine! (Boussenard 
1965: 2).  

In this way, the translator not only actualizes the issues of writing for young 
Ukrainians, but also draws parallels about the struggle of the Ukrainian people for  
their independence with various forms of colonization through the description  
of the South African War. He calls the Boers a nation of peasants who lead a peaceful 
agricultural life. In his victory over the greedy enemy, the translator compares  
the Boers to Cossacks — a cultural reality for Ukrainians (Vardanian 2018: 338–339). 
According to the Ukrainian diaspora, as Ukraine did not have its independence at that 
time, the struggle for its freedom had to continue. In the afterword, the translator draws 
more parallels to the Anglo-Boer War. 

Boussenard’s original describes that the Boers were defeated by the British. 
However, the Diasporic translator rewrites the ending and presents his own 
understanding of the victory:  

Війна обернулась на користь Бурів (…) Хоч Бури мусіли визнати над собою 
зверхність Англії, то дістали автономію (самоуправу).  

The war turned in favor of the Boers (…) Although Boers had to recognize  
the supremacy of Great Britain over them, they gained autonomy, self-government. 
(Boussenard 1965: 32).  

The translator substantiates these considerations with the didactic purpose of 
encouraging the Ukrainian reader to fight for the liberty of their land:  

Англія пішла Бурам на великі уступки, бо знала їх завзяття і їх геройську 
постанову: що доки живий хоч один Бур, не бачити ворогам поневоленого 
Трансвалю!  

Great Britain made great concessions to the Boers because it knew their bravery 
and their heroic attitude: as long as there was at least one Boer alive, the enemies 
would not see the Transvaal colonized! (Boussenard 1965: 32).  

The translator leads the Ukrainian reader to this idea throughout the text,  
via the map, comments, afterword, and illustrations. Like Drobiazko, the Diasporic 
translator used the picture by the French illustrator Charles Clerice on the cover of  
the book. However, the Soviet-Ukrainian translation used an illustration with the Boers 
only (Fig. 1), while the Ukrainian-Diasporic translation showed both the parties to the war 
(the Boers on horseback and the British) (Fig. 2). Since, in the story, the British appeared 
in the negative light, the censorship did not allow them to be depicted on the cover  
of the Soviet translation. By contrast, the Diasporic translation uses illustrations to convey 
the images of British soldiers surrendering to the Boers because this would have 
corresponded to the translator’s idea of positive prospects for the end of the Boer War  
as a hope for the future of Ukrainians. 
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Figure. 1. The cover of the Soviet-

Ukrainian translation Kapitan Zirvyholova 
(Captain Daredevil) by Yevhen Drobiazko. 

(Source: Chtyvo.org.ua) 

 
Figure. 2. The cover of the Diasporic-

Ukrainian translation Bortsi za 
voliu (Fighters for Freedom).  
(Source: Diasporiana.org.ua) 

 
Figure. 3. The Russian-Soviet translation Kapitan Sorvi-golova  

(Captain Daredevil) by Konstantin Polevoy (Source: Boussenard 1955) 

 
Figure. 4. The Soviet-Ukrainian translation Kapitan Zirvyholova (Captain Daredevil) by 

Yevhen Drobiazko. (Source: Chtyvo.org.ua) 
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Figure. 5. The Ukrainian-Diasporic translation Bortsi za voliu  

(Fighters for Freedom). (Source: Diasporiana.org.ua)  

Through the illustrations, the narrative of the translations, as well as their implicit 
ideology, is embodied in different ways: in the Russian translation, the image of  
the horseman Zirvyholova is presented as a model of the militarization of youth (Fig. 3); 
Drobiazko’s Soviet-Ukrainian translation uses a picture with weapons laid down as  
a manifestation of the subjugation of Ukrainians (Fig. 4); and the Ukrainian-Diasporic 
translation depicts a ship with the comment “Кінець. Англійський корабель” (The end. 
A British ship) (Fig. 5), which, for today’s reader, alludes to the well-known phrase  
by a Ukrainian soldier addressed to the Russian warship near the Ukrainian Zmiinyi 
(Snake) Island.  

 

6. Conclusion  

The ideological undercurrent in children’s literature is a deep, broad, and complex 
concept that includes the ideological norms of a certain group or power, as well as  
the socio-cultural values of a certain society, which a writer shares in their works in three 
ways: explicitly, implicitly, and as an ideology of language as an intermediary. Since  
the ideological norms and the socio-cultural values of certain societies are implemented 
through various channels, translations for children and young adults also embody these 
norms. Ideology in translation necessitate selecting and rewriting the original text 
according to the norms and values of the target culture. As a foreign text is selected by 
different groups in a certain society, it creates colonial and nation-building discourses in 
the target culture through the development of foreignization and domestication 
translation strategies. In this way, colonial ideology implements the subjugation of one 
culture and language by another, whereas nation-building ideology develops a national 
identity through the promotion of a national history, culture, and language. 

The Soviet-Ukrainian and the Ukrainian-Diasporic translations of Boussenard’s 
French adventure novel Le Capitaine Casse-Cou describe the respective ideological norms 
of their societies. Both translations are ideological, but they embody different ideologies: 
the Soviet-Ukrainian translation, which I call Russian assimilation, embodies the colonial 
ideology; the Ukrainian-Diasporic translation, or cultural adaptation, expresses  
the ideology of nation-building. These opposing ideologies are realized through  
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the selection of Boussenard’s novel for translation, the embodiment of concepts  
of childhood, and the use of different ideologies of language. In the Soviet language 
ideology, the Russian language permeated the Ukrainian language in order to 
demonstrate that the Ukrainian language was optional and almost identical to  
the Russian language. Instead, Ukrainian-Diasporic language ideology promotes  
the Ukrainian language according to the first academic all-Ukrainian spelling, which  
was banned by the Soviet authority, because of its association with national prestige,  
the originality and independence of the Ukrainian language, and the uniqueness  
of Ukrainian culture and history. 

The colonial ideology of the Soviet-Ukrainian translation can be seen in the fact 
that Yevhen Drobiazko’s translation into Ukrainian was carried out not through the French 
original but through the Russian language, in particular from the Russian-Soviet 
translation by Konstantin Polevoy. Since the Ukrainian language was considered  
an optional language, the literal translation (bukvalizm) and borrowings from Russian can 
be traced in the translation into Ukrainian. In the Soviet-Ukrainian translation,  
such symbolic substitutions occur, as the Red Star (the sacred symbol of the USSR)  
is replaced by the Brown Star (as an allusion to the brown plague). However,  
the most important ideological shift in the Soviet translations is the emphasis on  
the international debt in a war as an aim for young adults. 

By contrast, the Ukrainian-Diasporic translation promotes the ideology of nation-
building. It can be traced in the language, the content of the text, and the paratextual 
material (maps, pictures, etc.). The translator not only reduces the novel to a short story 
and changes the title to Bortsi za voliu (Fighters for Freedom), but also changes  
the main character’s nationality, who, in the translation, becomes a Boer, not  
a Frenchman. All these shifts are designed to achieve one goal: to instill in the young 
generation a desire to learn the Ukrainian language, culture, and history and to fight  
for their own independence. 

The ideological approach is a promising venue for research in critical translation 
studies, which examines translation as one of the channels for promoting ideologies in  
a society. It includes the concepts of rewriting in translation, the translator’s (in)visibility, 
as well as the concept of norms framed within the postcolonial theory of translation.  
In this way, ideologies in translation are realized through the system of patronage and 
rewriting, and via the strategies of domestication and foreignization which can shape 
colonial and national cultures. The ideological approach considers colonized cultures 
from the perspective of metropolis and colony, while at the same time revealing  
the ideological and socio-cultural norms that should be recognized and critically 
interpreted. Translation studies of children’s literature are not only based on these 
ideological concepts and theories, but also on an understanding of the specificities and 
levels of ideologies in children’s literature; cultural specificities in translated literature 
for children and young adults; and ideological manipulations in children’s literature.  
The ideological approach is, therefore, a productive way of developing a critical tradition 
in translation studies of literature for children and young adults. 
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Abstract: Drawing from Bourdieu’s idea of language as a factor of social inequality and 
distinction, we examine the symbolic power of monolingual (Ukrainian and Russian) and 
bilingual (Ukrainian-Russian) linguistic practices as captured before the 2022 full-scale 
Russian invasion of Ukraine. To account for the legitimacy of both Ukrainian and Russian, we 
follow the extended version of Bourdieu’s concept of the legitimate language (Søvik 2010) and 
overview the language ideologies that legitimate each of them. The data for this study comes 
from the survey “Social inequalities: perception by Ukrainian society” conducted in 2017–2018 
by the Sociological Association of Ukraine. The novelty of our analysis is the introduction of 
an additional variable for Ukrainian-Russian bilinguals, which allowed us to add practices 
where both Ukrainian and Russian are reportedly used by the respondents.  

The analysis shows the quantitative results for the three identified groups (Ukrainian 
speakers, Russian speakers, Ukrainian-Russian bilinguals) in terms of language-related social 
inequalities and distinctions. To track social distinctions, we analyzed responses to questions 
on identification and perceived support of the Ukrainian state. In terms of social inequalities, 
we compared the three groups in their self-assessments of English language proficiency;  
social status; material welfare; sectors of the economy where they are employed; and their 
levels of mobility. We find that there are no significant social inequalities and distinctions  
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as related to the use of either Ukrainian or Russian in Ukraine, with indirect evidence for 
greater symbolic power linked to the Ukrainian-Russian bilingual practice. Comparing the 
potential of monolingual and bilingual practices to become a factor of social tension, we state 
the absence of reasons for linguistic discrimination as measured before the start of the full-
blown Russian war on Ukraine. 

 

Key words: legitimate language, social inequality, monolingual practices, bilingual 
practices, language ideology, Ukraine.      
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1. Introduction 

Relations of communication are always, inevitably, power relations where natural 
language constitutes a basis for social inequality and distinction. According to Pierre 
Bourdieu (1991), the relations of power are not inherent in symbolic systems as such but 
derive from the social positions of those who use them. Capable of producing real effects 
like physical or economic power, symbolic power can be exercised only if it is disguised 
as something else, that is exercised “only with the complicity of those who do not want 
to know that they are subject to it or even that they themselves exercise it” (Bourdieu 
1991: 164). Disguised as culturedness, prestige or good taste, symbolic power  
is the power to make people see and believe a particular view of the world and agree  
to what is “correct” and “appropriate” in it. Via this worldview, the domination of certain 
groups in society is legitimized while their cultures and modes of expression are 
privileged over others. Symbolic power is a “misrecognizable and legitimated” form of 
the other forms of power, says Bourdieu (1991: 170), and language is among the ways  
to exercise it legitimately.      

A language variety endowed with symbolic power is the “legitimate language” 
(Bourdieu 1991) and linguistic skill in this language constitutes a person’s linguistic 
capital, which translates to social mobility and material welfare. Individuals lacking 
competence in this variety, the “legitimate competence,” (Bourdieu’s 1991: 55)  
are excluded from interaction in those domains which can be accessed via the legitimate 
language. According to Bourdieu, who conceived of the linguistic market as unified,  
the mode of expression imposed as legitimate is the standard language since it is  
the variety linked to elites, promoted in education and backed by the state institutions. 
Hence, language does not only relate to communicating but, as Bourdieu says (1991: 167), 
also contributes to social division: concealed beneath the function of communication  
is always the function of separation, since in legitimate situations, that is  
on the appropriate market, only those competent in the legitimate language are 
privileged to communicate (Bourdieu 1977: 650). 

Despite being one of the most comprehensive accounts of the production  
of legitimate language, Bourdieu’s theoretical framework fails to explain how some 
languages can still dominate in situations where other languages are promoted by school 
and supported by state institutions. Kathryn A. Woolard (1985) showed that the privileged 
position of the Catalan language in Spain, in the context where the government has been 
supporting Castilian, has its basis in “primary economic relations on arrangements  
for everyday living” (Woolard 1985: 742) rather than the support of the state. It is this 
economic basis that gives authority to the Catalan language and grants it  
“covert prestige,” which inverts the hierarchy of dominant values. Christopher Stroud’s 
(2002) study of the linguistic market in Mozambique illustrates the hegemony of standard 
European Portuguese in a context where cultural institutions, political and economic 
processes lending support to legitimate language are absent. “Standard  
European Portuguese provides the means whereby social identities and moral stances  
are represented” (Stroud 2002: 271) and therefore holds a strong hegemonic position 
against vernacular Portuguese and African languages in Mozambique.  
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In her study of French-medium education in Ontario, Canada, Monica Heller (1996) 
describes how French is constructed as the legitimate language in advanced French-
language classes while English, the dominant language of the province Ontario,  
is strongly suppressed. The legitimacy of English could, however, be recognized  
in general-level French-language classes and other subjects where English, but not any 
of the students’ other first languages, was seen as an appropriate counterpart to be used. 
Stroud (2002) argues that an “alternative legitimacy” of another language could  
be explained by the emergence of a new ideology on which the authority of this language 
would rest.  

Margarethe Søvik (2010) extends the definition of Bourdieu’s concept  
of the legitimate language to make it applicable in cases where the language situation  
is dynamic or changing and the linguistic market is not unified. She agrees that “several 
languages may coexist as legitimate languages, and there may be several ideologies 
which account for an alternative legitimacy” (Søvik 2010: 6). Søvik considers legitimate 
not only the language endorsed by state institutions, but also the language “which one is 
expected to use in certain settings” where this language constitutes the norm (Søvik 
2010: 8-9). In her study of Kharkiv, Ukraine, where both Ukrainian and Russian can be 
seen as legitimate languages, Søvik (2002) links the legitimacy of Ukrainian to the support 
of the state while Russian is legitimated by its use as an accustomed means  
of communication.  

In this paper, we will look at the Ukrainian situation in general. Rather than 
examining language use in a separate city or region, we will analyze the results  
of a nationwide survey conducted in 2017–2018 to measure the perception of social 
inequality as related to language choices. The data analyzed in this paper were collected 
prior to the 2022 full-scale Russian invasion of Ukraine, so the results of the analysis 
should be perceived as reflecting the then state of affairs. The full-scale invasion may 
have substantially changed the situation since then, which requires conducting  
a new investigation. In this paper, we intend to explore if there were any significant 
inequalities and social distinctions related to the use of either Ukrainian or Russian in 
Ukraine before the full-scale invasion.  

Besides the two monolingual groups of Ukrainian speakers and Russian speakers 
singled out in the nationwide survey, we also take into account existing bilingual 
practices and include a third group of Ukrainian-Russian bilinguals in the analysis  
of the survey results. Alongside the identified language practices, we consider 
respondents’ self-reported proficiency in English which is treated here as an indicator 
accompanying material status and social prestige. Thus, we seek to examine the linguistic 
capital related to each monolingual practice (Ukrainian or Russian), and also aim  
to detect bilingual (Ukrainian and Russian) linguistic practices and the symbolic power 
that is accorded to them. We set out to answer the following questions: does linguistic 
competence define significant social distinctions? Which linguistic competence relates  
to greater social mobility and an increase in material welfare? Which linguistic practices 
demonstrate a potential to become a factor of social tension? And is there any linguistic 
capital related to Ukrainian-Russian bilingualism in Ukraine? 
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In the following section, we will take a closer look at the ideologies legitimating 
each language since it is within this theoretical framework that the survey data will be 
discussed. After that, we will provide the details of the design of the survey and  
the method of collecting the data, and we will present the analysis of the survey results. 
We will then discuss the results and argue that, despite the different ideologies 
legitimating each language, neither linguistic competence (neither Ukrainian nor Russian) 
is perceived to be linked to greater success. Instead, a certain relation between linguistic 
competence and the respondents’ material welfare can be detected in the case of foreign 
languages such as English, which is viewed in this study as an attribute accompanying 
social status and material welfare. The level of English proficiency rises within the group 
of Ukrainian-Russian bilinguals, which suggests that there is more access to valuable 
economic resources for them. We will also compare the potential of monolingual and 
bilingual practices to become a factor of social tension and conclude by affirming  
the absence of language-related reasons for the increase of social collision in Ukraine. 

 

2. Ideologies of the Legitimate Language 

In this section, we will overview ideologies which can account for the legitimacy of  
a particular language. These are commonly held beliefs used to justify the authority of  
a language, or its particular variety, to be respected and widely used. Within a critical 
approach, a language ideology is defined as “the cultural (or subcultural) system of ideas 
about social and linguistic relationships, together with their loading of moral and political 
interests” (Irvine 1989: 255; see also Woolard and Schieffelin 1994; Woolard, Schieffelin 
and Kroskrity 1998; Kroskrity 2004; Woolard 2021). The concept of language ideology, 
thus, captures what Bourdieu meant by saying that language is not only about 
communication, but is also about social separation and material concerns. 

The view of language as a neutral means of communication arose in the process 
of the standardization of modern French and is associated with the eighteenth-century 
Enlightenment (Geeraerts 2003). This view is also known as “anonymity” within language 
ideology research (Woolard 2016). This is the ideology on which dominant languages 
often rest as they are presented as open to all and universally available. Woolard (2008) 
gives an example of Standard English in North America which is perceived to be a neutral 
medium of communication, participation and inclusion in wider social and political 
domains. However, she remarks that Standard English is, in fact, not everybody’s language 
since it does belong to specific “someones” and always functions in the interests  
of specific groups (e.g. Standard English in America is coded as “white”) (Woolard 2008). 

A language can be legitimated by yet another view, or an ideology, of language. 
Opposing the vision of language as a neutral communication tool is the view of language 
as a marker of identity. This view contrasts with the participatory ideal  
of the communication ideology by emphasizing a unique identity of those who speak  
the language and a particular conception of the world contained within it. Instead of 
stressing uniformity, the language-as-identity-marker view values diversity as  
it prioritizes the expressive function of language over the communicative function.  
 



IDEOLOGY AND POLITICS JOURNAL 
© 2023   Foundation for Good Politics   ISSN 2227-6068 

_______________________________________________________________________ 
№ 2(24), 2023                                                                                                                                                                                       

63 

This ideology originated in the nineteenth-century Romanticism and is also referred to 
as “authenticity” whereby the value of a language is derived from its relationship  
to a particular community and culture (Woolard 2016). The function of the standard 
language is to emphasize a distinct identity of its speakers and in this way to separate 
them from the other groups. A clear example of standardization based on this ideology  
is the initial period of the formation of Standard Ukrainian which was conceived of  
as a living vernacular used primarily in the village and opposed to Russian  
as the language of communication of urban elites (Yavorska 2010). However, the Standard 
was, in fact, modelled on the language used in literary works of some Ukrainian writers 
(e.g., Ivan Kotliarevskyi, Hryhorii Kvitka-Osnovianenko, Marko Vovchok) and not  
on the actual folk speech.  

In multilingual contexts, several languages may be held legitimate because  
the situation is dynamic and the linguistic market is not unified. This can be evident  
in domains prioritizing formal rather than informal use, or in situations where the desire 
for uniformity in communication confronts identity issues in the multinational dimension. 
These are the sites of the formation of language hierarchies which are beliefs  
in the unequal value of different languages not necessarily conforming with their 
officially designated roles. An illustration of language hierarchies enacting social 
hierarchies on the basis of linguistic differentiation is the film industry in Bollywood 
(Ganti 2016), where English has become a lingua franca in the process of filmmaking, 
prioritizing those possessing the linguistic skill for respective jobs. Against the dominance 
of English as “the unmarked, naturalized language of production,” it is possible for Hindi 
to be valued on camera only, that is when spoken by actors, as a specific feature of Indian 
films (Ganti 2016: 128). Similarly, in a Finnish-Swedish corporation, English was perceived 
as “the most natural and legitimate choice” for official communication since it was not 
seen as belonging to either Finns or Swedes (Vaara et al. 2005: 617). At the same time, 
however, this choice could be utilized only by those who possessed the necessary 
linguistic competence, leaving others with no opportunities for professional success. 

In Ukraine, the linguistic market has been defined by the dynamic use of two major 
languages – Ukrainian and Russian. From the end of the eighteenth through  
to the beginning of the twentieth century, the majority of modern Ukraine was subsumed  
by the Russian Empire with only a minor territory in the west, comprising Bukovyna, 
Zakarpattia and eastern Halychyna, belonging to Austro-Hungary at the time. The use of 
Ukrainian was restricted both in the part of Ukraine under Austro-Hungary and in the part 
under the Russian Empire, where the public use of the language was forbidden by official 
decrees. This policy, referred to as “Russification,” continued throughout the Soviet time 
with the aim of converging Ukrainian and Russian in structure and entirely marginalizing 
Ukrainian to a language of limited use. By the time of Ukraine’s independence in 1991, 
the Ukrainian language had been considerably forced out of use by the former common 
imperial language – Russian – primarily in the south-eastern parts, as well as in large 
industrial centers all over Ukraine. However, Ukrainian was not completely superseded 
by Russian even in the southeast, where the rural areas still remained Ukrainian-speaking 
(Masenko 2010: 97). In the early years of independence, Russian enjoyed higher prestige, 
still dominating the southeast, despite the language planning prioritizing  
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the use of Ukrainian (Ivanova 2013: 264; Kulyk 2015: 287). Additionally, while surveys 
revealed that the prestige of speaking Russian had been surpassed by that of speaking 
Ukrainian and English already by 2008 (Masenko 2010: 110), younger generations 
continued relying on Russian, which was seen as more prestigious (Kulyk 2015: 287) and 
perceived as a normative practice by them (Friedman 2016: 173). The shift toward Russian 
ended around 2012; however, the language remained a major means of transnational 
communication and globalized job markets (Kulyk 2015: 297-298). 

For these reasons, in the Ukrainian context, where Ukrainian and Russian are 
widely used, both languages may be considered legitimate. The legitimacy  
of the Ukrainian language derives from its status as the state language, whereby it is 
promoted in education and supported by the state, as well as from its symbolic 
significance as the language of the Ukrainian nation. Søvik (2010) suggests that  
the legitimacy of Ukrainian is, thus, primarily constructed within the “identification” 
dimension, while it can also be used as a communication tool. The legitimacy of Russian 
is secured by its being a habitual means of communication normally used in certain 
domains. The legitimacy of Russian is thus defined in terms of its “utility” related to 
economic capital as it facilitates access to certain sectors of the labor market (Sovik 2010). 
Recent research shows a relative stability in language attitudes towards Ukrainian and 
Russian over time: while Russian is still primarily valued as a means of communication, 
the importance of Ukrainian is both communicative and symbolic (Kulyk 2017).  
In view of the dynamism of the linguistic market and growing support for Ukrainian on 
the part of the state, the legitimacy of this language is increasingly being constructed 
within both the identification and the utility dimensions, the latter attitude now also 
evident in younger generations (Kudriavtseva 2021).  

Though changes in the linguistic market may dictate a more widespread 
acceptance of the attitude that Ukrainian-Russian bilingualism is beneficial in terms of 
the linguistic and economic capital that it provides, the hegemonic ideologies 
legitimating the standard varieties of Ukrainian and Russian significantly overshadow  
the value of bilingual practice. The ideology of standard language is built upon the 
construct of an ideal discrete language which entails heightened concerns for linguistic 
purism and deprecation of language mixing of all kinds. Under this view, the Ukrainian-
Russian mixed variety surzhyk is considered illegitimate (Bilaniuk 2005; Friedman 2021) 
while Ukrainian-Russian bilingualism is also delegitimized in public discourse shaped  
by Ukraine’s postcolonial narrative.   

The postcolonial narrative frames the Russian language as the “tragic colonial 
legacy” in Ukraine; the result of Russification policy which lasted for about three hundred 
years (Pavlenko 2011: 48). Consequently, Russian is perceived as alien to Ukrainians  
in Ukraine, “the language of the former empire” linked to a Eurasian identity and 
“authoritarian Eurasian values” (Pavlenko 2011: 49). Ukrainian arises as the only language 
that “belongs” to Ukraine and relates to a European identity, the ideology encoded  
in the expression nasha ridna mova prominent in hegemonic discourse (Friedman 2016: 
168). Its basic tenets proclaim the necessity “to undo the Russification of the Ukrainian 
population” since Ukrainian-Russian bilingualism is a “distorted” and  



IDEOLOGY AND POLITICS JOURNAL 
© 2023   Foundation for Good Politics   ISSN 2227-6068 

_______________________________________________________________________ 
№ 2(24), 2023                                                                                                                                                                                       

65 

“anomalous situation” and monolingualism is the only “normal” state of affairs (Pavlenko 
2011: 48, 52) [cf. the “normalization” debates in Catalonia (Woolard 2020)]. This brings 
about the so-called “split-identity framework” (Kudriavtseva 2021: 155)  
which discursively frames societal bilingualism in Ukraine [cf. the “divided identity” view 
that frames bilingualism in Catalonia (Woolard 2020: 265-266)]. The split-identity stance 
nurtures the “subtractive bilingual” model of language acquisition (see Riley 2011: 500) 
whereby the acquisition of Ukrainian implies a total erasure of the use of Russian. 

Ukrainian-Russian bilingualism is a widespread phenomenon in Ukraine 
(Shevchuk-Kliuzheva 2020), however, often speakers are not willing to recognize their 
being bilingual either because bilingualism is stigmatized (Csernicskó 2017) or because 
of the major perception that only active and/or balanced bilingualism, where competency 
is equally strong in both languages, is deemed valuable as part of one’s cultural capital 
(Lakhtikova 2017: 147). Moreover, the term “bilingualism” is compromised in western 
Ukraine where it has been traditionally identified with aggressive Russification 
(Lakhtikova 2017: 153). 

Concerns for the protection of Ukraine’s Russian-speaking population have 
become for Russia “a justification” for aggression since the invasion of Donbas and  
the annexation of Crimea in 2014 (Stepanenko 2017). The fact that the Russian language 
has been used to justify Russia’s military aggression against Ukraine highlights  
the symbolic value of Ukrainian and correspondently diminishes the practical significance 
of Russian as a neutral medium of communication. The 2013–2014 Euromaidan and  
the Russian annexation of Crimea and parts of Donbas gave rise to the idea that speaking 
Russian “can undermine Ukraine’s peace and security” (Bilaniuk 2016: 147)  
while speaking Ukrainian is a sign of belonging to Ukraine (Seals 2019: 114). 

Though the war has significantly politicized language choice,  
a counter ideology, which sees this choice as transparent and politically neutral, has not 
lost its power, since “many people’s deeds show that being Russophone often goes along 
with being a Ukrainian patriot” (Bilaniuk 2016: 142). There are also indications of a more 
positive appreciation of bi-/multilingualism within the recent developments in  
the language pedagogy for Ukrainian as a second language, which has been part of 
language activism since the Euromaidan (Kudriavtseva 2023). 

Against the backdrop of this complex set of conflicting and contesting ideologies, 
it is hard to predict which linguistic competence can be perceived as more valuable  
in the linguistic market of Ukraine. Among the factors defining the social inequality  
of different groups, there are not only long-term and gradual processes such as state 
support and promotion via education, but also the effects of influential discourses shaped 
by the war as well as the overall politicization of symbolic spaces. 

Such a perspective foregrounds monolingual practices in the first place.  
For instance, the Ukrainian legislation as well as the hegemonic discourses of education 
and civil service legitimize the use of Ukrainian in these domains. The discourse of 
cultural heritage legitimizes the linguistic practices of ancestors, particularly parents, and 
this supports the monolingual practices of family communication. The discourse of ethnic 
identity and the “identification” ideology link language to a particular ethnicity and justify 
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the use of one respective language as legitimate for that group. The link of language  
to ethnic identity has also characterized Ukrainian legislation: for instance, from the 
1990s until specific laws on education were passed,1 local authorities would determine 
the number of schools operating in particular languages on the basis  
of the ethnic composition of the population (Kulyk 2009: 19).   

The practice of bilingualism is a separate phenomenon relevant for the study of 
the relationship between linguistic practices and social inequalities. Of special interest is 
the bilingual competence in the case of Ukraine since here it has hardly been legitimated 
by influential discourses. Here, bilingual practices are called forth by practical reasons 
and grounded in urgent needs, rather than sanctioned by specific ideologies.  
In this respect, self-reported linguistic practices in various communicative situations 
should be considered too, since these may differ from those explicitly recognized in terms 
of deliberate language choices (i. e. as responses to general questions on language 
spoken in everyday life).   

 

3. Data and Method 

Empirical data presented and analyzed in this paper was obtained within  
the framework of the project “Social inequalities: perception by Ukrainian society” carried 
out in 2017–2018 by the Sociological Association of Ukraine with the financial support 
of the “Renaissance” International Foundation. The main objective of the project was to 
determine the types of social inequality that significantly increase the level of social 
tension within Ukrainian society. The aspects surveyed in the project included 
inequalities in access to education, professional self-realization, the labor market, 
opportunities to start one’s own business, power and political participation, the consumer 
market, quality medical services, means of personal safety, information technology and 
the Internet, cultural resources, as well as opportunities related to linguistic competence. 

The data of the “Social inequalities: perception by Ukrainian society” research, 
analyzed in this paper, were collected by the method of mass survey. The primary data 
collecting was carried out by Oleksandr Yaremenko Ukrainian Institute of Social Research 
between August 28 and September 8, 2017. The subject of the survey was the adult 
population of Ukraine over age 18 residing in all regions, except for the temporarily 
occupied territories of Crimea and Donbas. The sample is representative in terms of age, 
gender and place of residence (e.g., urban, suburban, rural). The sample population is 
2046 respondents, comprising 1107 women and 939 men. The mass survey was 
conducted in 25 territorial and administrative units of Ukraine: the Ukraine’s 24 oblasts 
(Vinnytsia, Volyn, Dnipropetrovsk, Donetsk, Zhytomyr, Zakarpattia, Zaporizhzhia,  
Ivano-Frankivsk, Kyiv, Kirovohrad, Luhansk, Lviv, Mykolaiv, Odesa, Poltava, Rivne, Sumy, 
Ternopil, Kharkiv, Kherson, Khmelnytskyi, Cherkasy, Chernivtsi, Chernihiv) and  
the city of Kyiv. 

 
1 The 2017 Law of Ukraine “On Education” and the 2020 Law of Ukraine “On Complete General Secondary 
Education” provide for Ukrainian as the only means of instruction in post-primary school education in all 
of Ukraine’s state-funded schools. 
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The respondents’ distribution by age is as follows: 421 respondents aged between 
18-29, 388 respondents between 30-39, 350 respondents between 40-49, 360 
respondents between 50-59 and 527 respondents aged 60 and older. According to  
the survey results, the age of Ukrainians does not affect their language practices. A z-test 
reveals slightly more Ukrainian speakers among respondents aged over 40. Variation in 
the number of bilinguals and Russian speakers in different age groups is not statistically 
significant. In general, there is no relationship between the variables “age” and “language 
practices:” the chi-square test is insignificant (Chi-Square Tests: Pearson Chi-Square — 
10.014, df — 8, Asymptotic Significance (2-sided) — 0.264; N of Valid Cases — 2047). 

The data analyzed in this paper covers the issue of language practices as related  
to the kinds of inequalities mentioned above. The data were obtained using individual 
standardized face-to-face interviews conducted at the respondents’ place of residence. 
All the respondents had to answer the same questions from the suggested list (available 
both in Ukrainian and Russian; the language of the interview was chosen by respondents). 
Answers to the questions on language practices, foreign-language proficiency and 
personal material welfare were recorded as reported by the respondents. This means that 
to obtain the data on the use of languages, language proficiency and income,  
we did not use any specific language tests, but accepted the respondents’  
self-assessments.  

The analysis of the data presented in this paper is given in five subsections.  
First, we focus on the questions of the part of the survey devoted to language issues. 
These questions were aimed at collecting information on actual language use as well as 
the opinions of respondents on potential tensions between various linguistic groups.  
The questions were formulated taking into account previous studies on language 
practices in Ukraine (Vyshniak 2009; Skokova 2018). The list of questions is as follows: 

In which language do you usually communicate... (at home, at work or 
educational institutions, in public places, with friends and acquaintances)? 

Which foreign languages do you speak and how fluently? 

In your opinion, is the following statement correct: the successes and 
achievements of Ukrainian citizens do not depend on the language they speak? 

Are relations between Ukrainian-speaking and Russian-speaking citizens tense 
in Ukraine? 

The analysis of the responses to the first question on language choice in various 
communicative situations allowed us to introduce an additional variable  
for the Ukrainian-Russian bilinguals. This means that we treat “bilingualism” as a variable 
in this study. The group of respondents seen as bilingual in practice comprises  
all the respondents who reported using more than one language in different 
communicative settings (e.g., those who chose the option “Ukrainian” for communication 
at work and the option “Russian” for communication with family at home) while not 
necessarily explicitly recognizing their own bilingualism (i.e. choosing  
the option “Ukrainian and Russian” for various communication situations).  
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We merged these respondents into one group of Ukrainian-Russian bilinguals since they 
reported on the use of more than one language in different contexts. Ukrainian-Russian 
bilingual practices, as we understand them here, do not refer to surzhyk, but include  
the ability to communicate in Ukrainian and Russian, regularly switching between them.  

The following subsections present the results of statistical analysis (z-test — to 
confirm the statistical significance of the differences in percentages; the construction of 
an additional variable; xi-square test – to define the correlation of indicators; ANOVA — 
to estimate the difference between the mean values of self-assessed social status on  
the seven-point scale (the imaginary ladder) among the respondents with different levels 
of English proficiency) carried out in order to answer our research questions. At the core 
of our analysis is the data for the three linguistic groups (Ukrainian speakers, Russian 
speakers and Ukrainian-Russian bilinguals) and their comparison in terms of social 
inequalities and distinctions. In order to track social distinctions, we posed questions on 
identification (i.e. nationality — національність) and the perceived support of all ethnic 
groups by the state. The exact wording of these survey questions is as follows: 

What nationality do you consider yourself to be?        

In your opinion, is the following statement correct: The Ukrainian state provides 
equal opportunities and creates equal living conditions for all ethnic groups? 

To elucidate social inequalities as related to linguistic choices, we compared the 
three identified groups (Ukrainian speakers, Russian speakers and Ukrainian-Russian 
bilinguals) in terms of their foreign-language proficiency; social status (using  
an imaginary ladder locating people at different points); material welfare (using a five-
point scale where 1 is “very low”, 2 is “low”, 3 is “below average”, 4 is “average”, and 5 is 
“above average”); sectors of the economy where they are engaged in jobs (agrarian, 
industrial, industrial services, education and health, postindustrial services); and levels of 
mobility (visits to other countries for any purpose in the three years before the survey).  
The statistical use of these indicators allowed us to test the hypothesis about the impact 
of language practices on social inequalities in Ukraine. 

 

4. Results 

In this section, we present the results of the nationwide survey. To allow an examination 
of Ukrainian society’s perception of social inequality as related to language use,  
we first measure self-reported linguistic practices and competence and show  
the responses to the questions on the language of communication (Ukrainian, Russian, 
other) in different settings. Then we show the data on ethnic identification in relation  
to the linguistic practices that we detected, followed by the respondents’ evaluation  
of the state support for various ethnic groups in Ukraine. After that, we present  
the results on the perceived relation of Ukrainian citizens’ successes and achievements 
to their language of communication as well as on their perceptions of existing tensions 
among various ethnic and linguistic groups in Ukraine. Then, we give details  
of the respondents’ self-reported foreign-language proficiency and draw correlations 
between the levels of proficiency and the monolingual and bilingual language practices.  
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Finally, we compare the three linguistic groups in terms of social inequalities understood 
as varying social status, material welfare, external mobility (travels abroad) and job 
prestige. 

4.1. Linguistic practices: monolingualism and bilingualism in everyday 
communication 

The distribution of responses to the questions on the language of communication 
in various communicative situations (at home, at work, in public places and with friends 
and acquaintances) is presented in Table 1. 

Table 1. Language of communication in various communicative situations (by percentage 
of those who answered the questions) 

 with 
family at home 

at work / 
in educational 

institutions 

in public 
places 

with friends and 
acquaintances 

Ukrainian 43.5 40.9 39.9 39.0 

Russian 34.8 31.7 32.8 33.3 

Both Ukrainian 
and Russian 21.4 27.3 27.2 27.5 

Other 0.3 0.1 0.1 0.2 

Table 1 shows that the dominant languages of communication are Ukrainian and 
Russian. Other languages named by the respondents included Crimean Tatar, Moldavian, 
Azerbaijani, Polish and Slovak. The order of distribution of language use in the surveyed 
communicative situations is similar: in all types of communication, the Ukrainian 
language prevails, followed by Russian and then by bilingual practices. The use  
of the Russian language is lower than the use of Ukrainian: by 9.2% in communication  
at work and by 5.7% in communication with friends. The distribution of monolingual  
and bilingual practices in communication at work and in public places has no  
significant differences. 

The analytical design, in particular the introduction of the additional variable, 
made it possible to reveal the number of respondents who are monolingual or bilingual 
in all the given communicative settings (Fig. 1). The use of the additional variable allows 
us to add to the bilingual competence claimed by the respondents those bilingual 
practices reported on in various communicative situations, that is, where both Ukrainian 
and Russian are used for different types of communication. The share of respondents who 
communicate in Ukrainian both privately and publicly is 36.6%, in Russian – 27.2%,  
while 17.6% of respondents use both languages in all the situations surveyed.  
Other variants of bilingualism make up 18.6% (Fig. 1), for example, respondents recognize 
that they are bilingual at home and speak Ukrainian in other situations. In general,  
the share of respondents who use both Ukrainian and Russian in various types  
of communication is 36.2 %. 
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Figure 1. Language practices in Ukraine  

(by percentage of those who answered the questions) 

Table 2 is based on language practices reported in Figure 1 and shows the results 
of the regional distribution of monolingual and bilingual practices. Ukrainian-speaking 
practices prevail in the west and the center, while Russian-speaking practices dominate 
in the east and the south.1 The level of bilingual practices rises from the west to the north. 
The highest prevalence of bilingual practices is found in the north (44.0%), Donbas  
(the controlled territories of Donetsk and Luhansk regions) (50.6%) and the capital Kyiv 
(62.8%) (Table 2).  

Table 2. Distribution of language practices by region (by percentage of those  
who answered the questions) 

 

Survey region 

West Center North East Donbas South city of 
Kyiv 

Ukrainian 
speakers 86.5 63.2 40.8 6.9 1.7 8.7 10.3 

Russian speakers 0.6 8.3 15.2 51.3 47.7 48.7 26.9 

Ukrainian-Russian 
bilinguals 12.9 28.5 44.0 41.8 50.6 42.6 62.8 

 

 

 
1 The grouping of oblasts into larger regions is as follows. West: Volyn, Zakarpattia, Ivano-Frankivsk, Lviv, 
Rivne, Ternopil, Chernivtsi (N = 428); Center: Vinnytsia, Kirovohrad, Poltava, Khmelnytsky, Cherkasy (N = 
315); North: Zhytomyr, Kyiv, Sumy, Chernihiv (N = 274); East: Dnipropetrovsk, Zaporizhzhya, Kharkiv (N = 
462); Donbas: controlled areas of Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts; South: Mykolaiv, Odesa, Kherson (N = 221); 
the city of Kyiv (N = 158). 
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4.2. Identification and state support 

In Table 3, we compare the results on self-reported identification of monolingual 
and bilingual respondents. The data show that there is no significant difference  
in self-reported nationality between Ukrainian-speaking and Russian-speaking 
respondents and those respondents who use both Ukrainian and Russian. Ukrainian 
identification prevails in all three of the groups, with only 5.1% of bilinguals and 18%  
of Russian speakers naming their nationality as Russian (Table 3). In terms of the whole 
survey, 91% of all respondents identify their nationality as Ukrainian and 6.9% as Russian. 
Table 3 shows self-identification by Ukrainian speakers, bilinguals and Russian speakers.    

Table 3. Self-reported identification in relation to linguistic practices (by percentage  
of those who answered the questions) 

“What 
nationality 

do you 
consider 

yourself to 
be?” 

Linguistic practices 

Ukrainian speakers Bilinguals Russian speakers 

 
Ukrainian 

 
 
 

Russian 
 
 

Other 
  

 

The introduction of the additional variable for bilingual respondents diversifies 
the linguistic landscape of Ukraine and makes it possible to study the perceptions  
of monolingual and bilingual groups of respondents in terms of influences  
of their language use on their social positions. These perceptions include opinions  
on state support as well as ensuing tensions between different ethnolinguistic groups  
in Ukrainian society. 

Table 4 shows a correlation between language practices and the perception  
of the activities of the state to ensure equal opportunities and living conditions for various 
ethnic groups in Ukraine (xi-square = 41.45, p < 0.001). The bilingual respondents’ 
evaluations of state support are lower than those of the Ukrainian speakers, but do not 
differ from the evaluations reported by the Russian speakers both in terms of positive  
and negative responses to the respective question. 
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Table 4. Answers to the question “In your opinion, is the following statement correct: 
“The Ukrainian state provides equal opportunities and creates equal living conditions for 
all ethnic groups” in relation to language practices (in percentages; a,b different letters 
indicate significant differences by z-test at the level of 0.05, and identical letters mean 
that such differences are absent) 

 Ukrainian speakers Bilinguals Russian speakers 

Incorrect 28.9 a 39.3 b 45.4 b 

Correct 63.7 a 54.0 b 47.4 b 

Undecided 7.4 6.7 7.2 

4.3. Linguistic practices, inequalities and social tension 

Table 5 shows the responses to a general question on the perceived dependence 
of Ukrainian citizens’ successes on their language of communication. Here there is no 
statistically significant difference between the positions of monolingual and bilingual 
respondents (xi-square = 3.24, p = 0.519). This result demonstrates that the language of 
communication is not generally perceived as a privilege conditioning success and 
advantage by the population in Ukraine. 

Table 5. Responses to the question “In your opinion, is the following statement correct: 
“Successes and achievements of Ukrainian citizens do not depend on the language  
they speak” in relation to language practices (in percentages) 

 Ukrainian speakers Bilinguals Russian speakers 

Incorrect 18.5 19.9 20.9 

Correct 75.1 74.2 74.7 

Undecided 6.4 5.9 4.4 

Table 6 summarizes the responses to questions on possible tensions among ethnic, 
regional and linguistic groups in Ukraine. The results show that all three linguistic groups 
perceive the tensions between Ukraine’s various regions to be most salient (Table 6).  
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Table 6. Positive responses to the question on tensions in relation to language practices 
(by percentage of those who answered the questions) 

Are there tensions in Ukraine between... Ukrainian 
speakers Bilinguals Russian 

speakers хі-square p-level 

...ethnic Ukrainians and the other 
national and ethnic groups 

15.8 18.2 21.0 8.176 0.085 

...residents of the country’s different 
regions 

22.2 34.8 32.9 33.658 < 0.001 

...the inhabitants of the west and the 
southeast 

28.4 37.9 38.0 24.267 < 0.001 

...Ukrainian speakers and Russian 
speakers 

21.8 17.2 18.4 7.327 0.120 

4.4. Inequalities and foreign-language proficiency 

The questions reported on in Table 7 asked the respondents to assess their own 
level of foreign-language proficiency. The results show that the most common foreign 
language mastered by the respondents is English. About half of the respondents (45.1%) 
reported some level of English-language proficiency; for German this figure is 13.5%,  
for Polish it is 9.2%, and for French it is 4.5% (Table 7). 

Table 7. The level of foreign-language proficiency (by percentage of those who answered 
the questions) 

 Not proficient Initial level Average level Sufficient 
level 

Very high 
level 

in English 54.9 25.0 15.0 4.3 0.8 

in German 86.5 10.6 2.5 0.4 0.0 

in Polish 90.8 6.5 1.9 0.6 0.2 

in French 95.5 3.4 0.8 0.3 0.0 

The results of the survey show that there is a correlation between  
the self-assessed level of English-language proficiency and self-assessed social status 
(the xi-square test is significant: xi-square = 164.664, p < 0.001) (Fig. 2). Figure 2 depicts 
the steps of an imaginary ladder. The lowest step 1 locates those who assess their social 
status as the lowest, and the highest step 7 locates those who assess their status as high. 
The percentage of those who see themselves as not proficient in English decreases from 
the first to the fourth step (45%), while it remains almost the same at steps five,  
six and seven: about half (from 58% to 54%) of those respondents who assess their  
social status as average and above are to a certain extent proficient in English.  
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However, this proficiency is not an exclusive sign of middle or high social status: 
advanced proficiency in English increases from 2% at the first step to 17% at the seventh,  
that is the highest step of the ladder. This means that there are people with high level 
proficiency in English not only at the higher steps of the social status ladder,  
but also on the lower steps.  

 

 
Figure 2. English-language proficiency on the steps  

of an imaginary ladder locating people of different social status  
(by percentage of those who answered the questions) 

The relationship between the level of English-language proficiency and social 
status is more clearly shown in Figure 3. The average self-assessment of one’s social 
status on the seven-point scale (the imaginary ladder) by the respondents with different 
levels of English proficiency has significant differences (ANOVA, F = 42.264, p < 0.001).  
In particular, the scores of those who do not speak English at all differ at the 0.05 level 
(3.37) from those who have an initial (3.85) or average level (4.04). The average score  
of those who assess their English-language proficiency as sufficient and very high  
is significantly higher (4.23). 

 
Figure 3. Average positions of people with different levels of English proficiency  

on the steps of an imaginary ladder which locates respondents with different  
social status: the lowest step 1 locates those who assess their social status  

as the lowest, and the highest step 7 locates those who assess their status as high  
(average values) 
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Figure 4 shows how an increase in the level of English proficiency is accompanied 
by an increase in the respondents’ material welfare, which is depicted with the help  
of a scale diagram (Fig. 4). For groups with different levels of English proficiency,  
the average trend of assessing one’s material welfare increases: from “below average”  
for the initial level of English proficiency to “above average” for the sufficient  
and high levels. 

Figure 4. Comparison of the respondents’ self-assessment of their material welfare*  
with their self-assessed levels of English proficiency  

(*material welfare: 1 — “very low”, 2 — “low”, 3 — “below average”,  
4 — “average”, 5 — “above average”) 

Figure 5 depicts the relationship between the respondents’ English-language 
proficiency and occupation (xi-square test is significant: xi-square = 55.979, p < 0.001). 
The lowest English proficiency is found in the agrarian sector: there, only a quarter  
of the respondents assess their English to be of initial and average levels. In the industrial 
sector, the figure increases to 55.1%, of which 3.8% of respondents consider themselves 
to have sufficient and high levels of English proficiency. For the sectors of industrial and 
post-industrial services, as well as education and health care, more than  
50% of respondents declare either initial or sufficient and very high levels of proficiency 
in English. 
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Figure 5. Level of English proficiency in different sectors of the economy (by percentage 

of those who answered the questions) 

The level of English proficiency is significantly higher among those respondents 
who report to have travelled abroad (xi-square test = 168.177, p < 0.001) (Fig. 6). However, 
30.3% of those who travelled for the purposes of temporary occupation, study, holidays 
and leisure, visiting relatives, medical treatment, or participation in conferences  
or business trips recognize no level of proficiency in English. 

 
Figure 6. Levels of English-language proficiency for respondents  

with different levels of mobility (visits abroad for various purposes  
within the three years preceding the survey; in percentages) 

Proficiency in foreign languages (especially English) can be seen  
as an accompanying indicator of material status and social prestige. The results  
of the survey depicted in Figures 2-6 suggest that the higher the respondents assess their 
material welfare and social position, the higher they evaluate their English language 
proficiency and the more probable it is for them to be engaged in jobs within more 
profitable sectors of the economy.  

4.5. Inequality and linguistic practices  

In our study, we also examined the relationship between the level of English-
language proficiency and monolingual and bilingual practices. Table 8 shows  
the differences among the three studied groups of Ukrainian speakers, Russian speakers 
and Ukrainian-Russian bilinguals in relation to the level of English-language proficiency 
that they declare. While the Ukrainian speakers show the highest rate of no proficiency 
in English (64.8%) and the Russian speakers tend to have the highest rate at  
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the initial level (31.7%), the bilingual respondents most often rate their English language 
proficiency as average, sufficient and very high (25%) (Table 8).  

Table 8. Levels of English-language proficiency in relation to language practices  
(by percentage of those who answered the questions) 

 Ukrainian 
speakers Bilinguals Russian 

speakers In general 

Not proficient 64.8 50.1 47.5 54.9 

Initial level 20.3 24.9 31.7 25.0 

Average level 11.5 18.2 15.3 15.0 

Sufficient or 
very high level 3.4 6.8 5.5 5.1 

At the same time, however, the statistical analysis shows the absence of significant 
differences between the monolingual and bilingual groups in terms of social inequality. 
The comparison of the average positions of the groups on the steps of the imaginary 
social ladder depicts the absence of significant differences (ANOVA, F = 1.452, p = 0.234) 
(Fig. 7).  

 
Figure 7. Average positions of respondents with different language practices  

on the steps of an imaginary ladder which locates respondents  
with different social status: the lowest step 1 locates those who assess  

their social status as the lowest, the highest step 7 locates those who assess  
their status as high (average values) 

The comparison of the material welfare as reported by monolingual and bilingual 
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Figure 8. Comparison of material welfare* for respondents with different language 

practices (*Material welfare: 1 — “very low”, 2 — “low”, 3 — “below average”,  
4 — “average”, 5 — “above average”) 

The scale diagram shows that Ukrainian-speaking, Russian-speaking and bilingual 
respondents report the same level of material welfare. Among them, there are those  
who assess their material welfare as “higher than average,” this being  
the highest level of self-assessment for the three groups. The average tendency for  
self-assessment of material welfare for the three linguistic groups is located at the level 
of “below average.” 

The comparison of the presence of monolinguals and bilinguals in different 
sectors of the economy also shows no significant differences (xi-square = 7.664,  
p = 0.264), except for the agrarian sector (Fig. 9). Here, the share of Ukrainian speakers 
significantly prevails and constitutes 60.8%, while the share of Russian speakers  
is only 6.3%. 

 
Figure 9. Language practices in different sectors of the economy  

(by percentage of those who answered the questions) 
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As for external mobility, that is travelling abroad, the share of Ukrainian speakers 
is higher among those who have never travelled abroad (Fig. 10). The share of bilingual 
respondents prevails among those who had visited other countries for various purposes 
within the three years preceding the survey. This is another characteristic which singles 
out bilinguals in terms of inequality, in addition to the already mentioned higher  
self-assessments of proficiency in English. 

 
Figure 10. Language practices of respondents with different levels of mobility 

(travelling abroad for various purposes within the three years preceding the survey;  
in percentages) 

 

5. Discussion and Conclusion 

In this section, we will summarize the analysis of the results of the nationwide survey  
to trace the inequalities and social distinctions that can be seen as linked to particular 
languages in Ukraine. We will also compare the symbolic power of Ukrainian and Russian, 
as well as of Ukrainian-Russian bilingualism, in terms of their relation  
to social mobility and material welfare. Though the survey also asked respondents  
to report on their foreign language proficiency, and the level of proficiency in such foreign 
language as English was related to the monolingual and bilingual practices,  
it is important to bear in mind that we did not consider English language proficiency  
in terms of its symbolic power. Neither did we examine ideologies underpinning  
the perception of English, nor its legitimating discourse. The focus of our study  
is primarily on Ukrainian and Russian, as well as on Ukrainian-Russian bilingualism, and 
the symbolic power related to them. The English language proficiency is, therefore, 
considered here a stand in for measures of external mobility which can be available to 
different people in a varying degree.  

The analysis of the survey results shows that Ukrainian is more often used in both 
private and public communication. Ukrainian is more often spoken at home (43.5% of all 
respondents), at work (40.9%), in public places (39.9%) and with acquaintances and 
friends (39.0%). Russian is less often used at home (34.8% of all respondents),  
at work (31.7%), in public places (32.8%) and with acquaintances and friends (33.3%).  
The data shows that, while communication with friends is the most common context  
for bilingual practices (27.5%), communication in the family shows the highest indicators 
of monolingual practice (43.5% for Ukrainian and 34.8% for Russian). These results mirror 
the idea of family communication as largely monocultural and, as a result, monolingual.  
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In terms of regional distribution, Ukrainian dominates western and central regions 
(86.5% and 63.2% respectively), while Russian is more often used in the east and south 
(51.3% and 48.7% respectively). The majority of Ukrainian-Russian bilinguals reside  
in the north (44.0%), the controlled territories of Donbas (50.6%) and the capital Kyiv 
(62.8%). It should be stressed that the share of bilinguals in the east and south is also 
rather high: 41.8% in the east and 42.6% in the southern regions. These results testify  
to the growing significance of the Ukrainian language all over Ukraine and especially  
in the northern and southeastern regions; that is, the share of bilinguals has increased 
there because of a wider spread of the Ukrainian language. In line with earlier surveys 
relating the importance of Ukrainian to both the communicative and symbolic dimensions 
(Kulyk 2017), the language is increasingly perceived as a valuable resource in the north 
and southeast of Ukraine which was traditionally seen as largely Russian-speaking. 

This tendency continues the trend of the so-called “bilingualization”—a major 
disposition of the speakers to use both Ukrainian and Russian in communication—
characteristic of the central and northern regions and the capital Kyiv around 2008 
(Ivanova 2013). A new finding is that the bilingualization has since also spread  
to the eastern and southern regions, with a remarkable figure of more than half of 
bilingual respondents residing in the controlled territories of Donbas in 2018.  
This can be seen as a natural development of the sociolinguistic situation there, taking 
into account the suggestion that Russian speakers in Ukraine are, in fact, passive 
bilinguals; that is, they have a passive competency in Ukrainian in addition  
to their fluency in Russian (Lakhtikova 2017). Another new result of our survey is that  
the central region was found to have now become predominantly Ukrainian-speaking,  
the regional sociolinguistic dynamics suggesting a view that Ukrainian-Russian 
bilingualism may be a transitional stage in the process of public Ukrainianization.  

It is our focus on the dynamics of the language situation in Ukraine that draws 
attention to bilingual practice. The introduction of an additional variable for bilingual 
respondents allows us to single out the share of bilinguals equaling 36.2% in the whole 
sample, with 36.6% of Ukrainian speakers and 27.2% of Russian speakers. The share  
of Ukrainian-Russian bilinguals turns out to be significant enough to be tested for 
relevant social distinctions. In terms of self-reported nationality, there is no difference 
between Ukrainian-speaking respondents and bilinguals, where the majority identify  
as Ukrainians (99.4% and 93.2% respectively). However, in the group of Russian speakers, 
the share of those who recognized their nationality as Russian (18%) is significantly 
higher. The question on nationality links to the next question on equal support of ethnic 
groups by the Ukrainian state as it is perceived by groups of monolingual and bilingual 
respondents. Since language is often linked to ethnic identity in hegemonic discourse, 
the responses to this question on state support can be interpreted  
as the respondents’ perceptions of the support not only for ethnic groups, but also  
for their respective languages. The difference here is significant: a higher share  
of Ukrainian-speaking respondents (63.7%) agrees with the statement that the state 
equally supports all ethnic groups in Ukraine; among bilinguals and Russian speakers,  
the share of positive responses is significantly lower (54.0% and 47.4% respectively).  
Taking into account the fact that the overwhelming majority of each group identifies as 
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Ukrainians, and that the Ukrainian language is legitimated by the state, the smaller 
number of positive responses on the part of Russian-speaking and bilingual respondents 
can be interpreted as their perception of unequal support for languages. The ideology of 
“identification” legitimates support for the Ukrainian language and for Ukrainian ethnic 
identity since this ideological framework conflates the two. Hence, there are more 
Ukrainian-speaking Ukrainians who agree with the statement while those who can draw 
from the experiences of using another language (bilinguals and Russian speakers) more 
often disagree.  

At the same time, however, neither of the monolingual groups, nor the bilingual 
respondents, tend to see the successes of Ukrainian citizens as dependent on their 
language use: around 75% in each group agree on the absence of such a dependence, 
while only around 20% of the respondents disagree. Likewise, the majority within  
the three groups report the absence of any tensions between ethnic Ukrainians and  
the other ethnic groups in Ukraine: the number of those who perceive the interethnic 
relationships to be tense is lowest among the Ukrainian-speaking respondents (15.8%) 
and slightly increases within the two other groups (18.2% of bilinguals and  
21.0% of Russian speakers). Any tensions between Ukrainian-speaking and Russian-
speaking citizens of Ukraine are also largely imperceptible: here, Ukrainian-Russian 
bilinguals feel least tense, with 17.2% of positive responses, this figure slightly  
increasing for Russian speakers (18.4%) and Ukrainian speakers (21.8%).  
More pronounced in all three groups is the perception of tensions between the residents 
of Ukraine’s various regions and particularly between those living in the west and  
the southeast. The statistically significant difference here is found in the case of 
bilinguals and Russian-speaking respondents who are most sensitive to the “east-west 
divide” (37.9% and 38%, respectively). Taking into account the barely visible recognition  
of language-related success, as well as interethnic and interlinguistic collisions (around 
20% in each case) in all three groups, we argue that language can hardly be viewed  
as a ground for serious social tension, nor should language be held accountable  
for any interregional clash in Ukraine. The absence of confrontation between  
the Ukrainian-speaking and Russian-speaking parts of Ukraine’s population also found  
in previous studies (Masenko 2010: 112) testifies to the public acceptance of  
the sociolinguistic dynamics developing toward a greater embrace of the Ukrainian 
language, as well as to the public acceptance of bilingualism in general, i. e. the embrace 
of Ukrainian by Russian speakers, since Ukraine’s independence in 1991. 

A correlation between social inequalities and linguistic competence is detected  
in the case of foreign-language proficiency. English-language proficiency, which prevails 
in the analyzed sample (45.1% of all respondents), correlates with the respondents’  
self-assessed social status and material welfare along with the sector of the economy 
where they are employed. The level of English proficiency is also significantly higher 
among those who have had an opportunity to travel abroad. Taking together the data  
on self-assessed social position (the seven-point imaginary ladder), material welfare  
(the five-point scale diagram) and external mobility (visits abroad within the past three 
years), we can suggest that the highest levels of English-language proficiency are found 
among respondents with self-assessed highest material and social positions.  
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When the level of English-language proficiency is queried among the three studied 
groups (Ukrainian speakers, Russian speakers, Ukrainian-Russian bilinguals), it is  
the Ukrainian-Russian bilinguals who report on the highest proficiency. The bilingual 
respondents also tend to travel abroad more often. As a result of the study, a connection 
between the English language proficiency and the level of material status was recorded. 
But more research is needed to clarify whether English proficiency is a status-enhancing 
resource or an unattainable skill for low-status individuals. 

The self-assessments that the monolingual and bilingual respondents provide  
for their social position and material welfare are similar: the average values on the seven-
point ladder for social status and the five-point scale diagram for material welfare do not 
show statistically significant differences. Likewise, the figures on the employment of all 
the three groups in the various economic sectors do not differ. The only exception is  
the agrarian sector where the majority of Ukrainian-speaking respondents are employed 
(60.8%), followed by the bilinguals (32.9%) and Russian speakers (6.3%). This data 
suggests the absence of significant social inequalities among the three groups  
of Ukrainian-speaking and Russian-speaking monolingual respondents and Ukrainian-
Russian bilinguals. This is in line with our previous finding on the absence of language-
related social distinctions, whereby the majority of respondents in all of the identified 
groups do not report any tensions in interethnic and interlinguistic relations.  

The results of the survey let us draw another set of conclusions. The data  
on regional distribution of monolingual and bilingual practices in Ukraine suggests that 
the traditional view of Ukraine’s southeast as largely Russian-speaking is no longer valid. 
The figures on bilingual practices there highlight the importance of the Ukrainian 
language for the respective respondents and the growing shift from Russian 
monolingualism toward Ukrainian-Russian bilingual communication. Though these 
respondents still retain Russian in use, they also wish to rely on the utility of Ukrainian. 
Together with the abovementioned finding on the absence of significant material 
inequalities and social distinctions, this inference further suggests that language should 
not be viewed as a factor of social inequality in any part of Ukraine. The different 
ideologies underpinning the value of Ukrainian and Russian can coexist and be equally 
utilized by their speakers. In this respect, our data suggests that there may be, in fact,  
more linguistic capital related to Ukrainian-Russian bilingualism than to each  
of the monolingual practices, even in the absence of a legitimizing discourse. 

This finding is of interest beyond the Ukrainian context as it implies  
a reconsideration of the view that a mode of speaking imbued with symbolic power  
is either established through the formal institutions (Bourdieu 1991) or legitimized as  
an accepted means of communication in the local economic domain (Woolard 1985).  
The finding that a bilingual practice, such as Ukrainian-Russian bilingualism, may relate 
to greatest material welfare invites a revision of the concept of the legitimate language 
as applied to only one language at once. This finding suggests that what is gaining 
“utility” (Sovik 2010) in Ukraine is no longer Russian on its own, but a Ukrainian-Russian 
bilingual practice, i. e. it is bilingualism that constitutes the “legitimate language” in  
this case. This finding is in line with findings from other similar contexts, such as  
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the sociolinguistic situation in Catalonia, where the traditionally negative attitude to 
societal bilingualism has been reframed as plurilingualism, implying that “a bilingual 
repertoire is now more often a measure of acquisition of Catalan rather than displacement 
of it” (Woolard 2020: 276). Such a revision would entail a consistent departure from  
the view of the legitimate mode of expression as an ideal discrete language with clearly 
defined boundaries, which is the classic view of the legitimate language as understood 
by Bourdieu. These prospects would be fruitful avenues for future research in the current 
field of bi/multilingual studies.  

The phenomenon of bilingualism and its symbolic power in Ukraine also requires 
further investigation, especially in view of the changes initiated by the 2019 Language 
Law as well as the dynamics of the language situation as influenced by the February 2022 
full-scale Russian invasion. The inferences drawn from our data reveal the absence  
of discrimination on the basis of language as measured before the full-blown Russian war 
on Ukraine. This means that the allegations of tensions related to languages in Ukraine 
should be seen as unfounded. 
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Abstract: Since independence and particularly since the beginning of the 21st century, 
Kazakhstan has been undergoing rapid socio-demographic and geographic changes.  
This article explores how these socio-demographic and geographic changes  
have been contributing to emergent socio-economic stratification in urban contexts with  
a focus on the city of Almaty. Drawing on data from a survey conducted in 2014  
among 29 public secondary schools involving 2,954 participants from grades nine to 11,  
the article examines the characteristics of the student bodies at these public schools 
according to medium of instruction (MOI) (primarily Russian or Kazakh). By looking at 
characteristics like ethnicity, reported language proficiency in Russian and/or Kazakh, factors 
like family migration, and various proxies for family socio-economic status (e.g., frequency of 
family vacations, family libraries, etc.), the study observed that there were patterns related to 
ethnic and socioeconomic stratification differentiating the Russian versus Kazakh MOI 
schools. While the dataset was a cross-sectional view into secondary school aged students 
during a single point in time (spring of 2014), the findings indicate that further research 
examining the ways recent education and other social policies may be reinforcing and/or 
reproducing historically structured inequalities, particularly in areas undergoing  
rapid urbanization like Almaty.  
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1. Introduction 

Socio-spatial segregation between urban and rural areas has long contributed  
to the ways in which Kazakhstani society is structured. The nature of this segregation may 
be considered or characterized by the vestiges of social policies from  
the Soviet period. However, with the dissolution of the Soviet Union and the subsequent 
transition to a market economy, the physical segregation that previously existed has now 
become more diffuse due to increased mobility — internal emigration, regional 
immigration, return migration — suburbanization and urban expansion. Drawing on 
survey data collected among 2,954 students in Almaty comprehensive schools in 2014, 
this article aims to examine the differences between Kazakh and Russian medium of 
instruction (MOI) schools in terms of family migration, socio-economic status (SES), and 
academic aspirations to better understand the emergent nature of socio-economic 
stratification in contemporary Kazakhstan. We post that the urban-rural divide continues 
to be reproduced in contemporary Almaty due to or through the disparities in educational 
opportunities in rural areas, which may be connected also to the language of schooling, 
and proficiency in the Kazakh and Russian languages. In our study, we demonstrate that 
these disparities are persisting despite government attempts to elevate the status of 
Kazakh. 

Urban areas like Almaty illustrate the complexity and uneven nature of how these 
different phenomena then coalesce in local settings. In urban areas, Russian language 
proficiency has historically been linked to both higher SES and income. This is  
in comparison to a lack of Russian proficiency, which was seen as a social detriment. 
Previous studies have demonstrated that speaking Kazakh continues to yield a negative 
wage premium even after it was made an official state language (Aldashev & Danzer 
2014; Smagulova 2012). In contemporary Kazakhstan, Kazakhs and Kazakh language-
speakers have gained more prestige and visibility; however, despite the government’s 
language policy and planning efforts, the urban middle class (irrespective of ethnic 
background) has largely remained predominantly Russian-speaking in comparison  
to the rural areas, which have remained predominantly Kazakh-speaking. 

Yet, despite the acknowledgement of different forms of social inequality, which 
have been further exacerbated by other processes like migration, there remains a dearth 
of empirical studies linking urbanization and city expansion (by incorporation of the 
neighboring rural villages) to school choice, family SES, and other attributes like student 
academic aspirations in the Kazakhstani context. This article is an attempt to contribute 
to this critical both scholarly and public discourse and is based on a study that was 
conducted during the spring of 2014 in Almaty, Kazakhstan. The study explored different 
facets of how education inequality and inequity were taking shape in the city due to rapid 
urbanization. The study utilized a survey instrument which was distributed in both 
Russian and Kazakh languages to secondary students attending public schools 
throughout the city. While the survey tool itself explored numerous variables that the 
research team posited might affect education access (as seen through students’  stated 
education aspirations), this article focuses on how ethnic segregation is being reproduced 
through the schooling system reinforcing segregationist policies and structures  



IDEOLOGY AND POLITICS JOURNAL 
© 2023   Foundation for Good Politics   ISSN 2227-6068 

_______________________________________________________________________ 
№ 2(24), 2023                                                                                                                                                                                       

88 

that existed during the Soviet Union. Our analysis builds on the work of scholars like 
Tollefson (2006) and Tsui and Tollefson (2004) who have connected language and 
education to a range of important sociopolitical issues such as nation-building, migration, 
elite competition, the distribution of resources and power, as well as sociologists  
like Sassen (2006) who have looked at such issues with a focus on urbanization  
and globalization. 

 

2. Background: Kazakhstan’s Urban / Rural Divide  

To understand the impact of internal migration on urban Kazakhstani contexts,  
it is critical to understand the structural segregation that existed during the Soviet period. 
Yessenova (2005), who studies urban migration in modern Kazakhstan, argued that  

The “city” was created in the Soviet past as a distinct cultural universe through  
a number of deliberate social and economic strategies, including residence 
permits, resource allocation, language, and education, which shaped a strong 
sense of entitlement among its citizens. (Yssenova 2005: 678) 

In contrast to the material, economic, and political role that cities played within the Soviet 
political economy, rural areas with kolkhozes (‘collective farms’) and sovkhozes (‘Soviet 
farms’) were seen as critical mechanisms — not only to maintain the social contract 
through their agricultural contributions — but also to maintain social stability. As Wegren 
(2002) noted, this was evidenced by the amount of state capital investments that were 
made in and for rural areas (Wegren 2002: 4–8). After the collapse of the Soviet Union, 
most of the kolkhozes and sovkhozes were disbanded, rural workers lost their jobs, and the 
massive amounts of state investments and subsidies drastically declined as the newly 
independent countries transitioned to become market economies (Wegren 2002).  

According to the Census (1989), the difference between average monthly payment 
in agricultural and industrial construction sectors in Kazakh Soviet Socialist Republic 
(Kazakh SSR) was about 40%. In the well-paid urban construction sector, the average 
monthly salary was 275.6 rubles and in the agricultural sector, it was 199.3 rubles. Since 
then, rural incomes have plummeted. For example, in 2004, 75% of the rural population 
was categorized as being self-employed (which meant people were technically 
unemployed) and the average salary in the agricultural sector was 40% below the overall 
average salary. It is then unsurprising that the greatest area of socio-economic inequality 
due to the drastic decline in state economic investment has been “the divergence of living 
conditions” between urban and rural areas (World Bank 2004). In rural areas of 
Kazakhstan, housing conditions are poor, education is inadequate, unemployment is high, 
access to reliable municipal water lines, sewage system, and district heating are limited 
(World Bank 2004).  

Geography inherently underpins discussions about the urban/rural divide and in 
elucidating the distribution of growing socio-economic stratification. In the Kazakhstani 
context, this divide also has an ethnolinguistic component as well. Until independence,  
ethnic Kazakhs were a minority population in Kazakhstan. For example, in the late 1950s, 
less than a third of the population of the Kazakh SSR were ethnic Kazakhs and  
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in the late 1980s, this amounted to about 40.1% of the total population. Moreover,  
in 1970, only 20% of urban residents in the Kazakh SSR were Kazakhs. Thus, not only 
were ethnic Kazakhs a numerical minority, geographically, most were in rural areas. 
Consequently, many ethnic Kazakhs were geographically excluded from the benefits of 
the modernization process which started during the later decades of the Soviet Union and 
then accelerated during following independence.  

This system of segregation was then sustained and reproduced through  
the education system, namely, through limiting access to higher education because of  
a school’s MOI. To rephrase, the stratification of the labor force by ethnicity was sustained 
and reproduced by restricting the educational attainment and social power for non-
Russian language speakers. Higher education and professional training opportunities for 
children graduating from Kazakh MOI (and other linguistic minority schools) were limited 
to the humanities, arts, and agriculture in contrast to those graduating from Russian MOI 
schools, who would also have access to science and engineering opportunities.  

On the other hand, for ethnic Kazakhs living in urban areas, the lack of access  
to Kazakh MOI schools, combined with being a numerical minority, also contributed  
to ethnolinguistic social stratification. Among urban Kazakhs, this was seen in a language 
shift to Russian as the language of home and school. For urban Kazakhs, the motivation 
to learn Russian was often to become monopoly mediators, i.e., people standing between 
Russian rule at the center and Kazakh society in the periphery (or region) (De Swaan 
1993). Those who learned Russian and developed other forms of cultural capital were 
given chances of material and symbolic profit in power fields unavailable to those who 
were fluent only in the Kazakh language. Consequently, Russian became the trademark 
of educated urban Kazakhs (or metropolitan elites to use De Swaan’s (1993) terminology) 
and the Kazakh language became associated with backwardness, uneducated, and/or 
being rural.  

It is within this broader context that state-level language planning efforts since 
Kazakhstan’s independence (1991) have been taking place. Given the rural/urban and 
population distribution aspect, it becomes evident why the government has robustly 
focused on population management, i.e., increasing share of ethnic Kazakhs in the country 
by repatriating ethnic Kazakhs from other countries and resettling Kazakhs from  
the southwest Kazakhstan to Russian-dominant east and north of the country. Then, given 
the role of language in nation-state building work and narratives, establishing the Kazakh 
language as the official state language and the pre-dominant language of education and 
society also is understandably a critical enterprise.  

Unsurprisingly, language policy and planning discourses and efforts then in 
Kazakhstan have been (re)framed within a nation-building discourse. For example, official 
language policy discourses focus on issues of reviving Kazakh, restoring it as a national 
language, and the role of the national language in promoting national integration.  
Compulsory teaching of Kazakh as a second language in Russian MOI schools has been 
the chief language planning strategy directed toward spread of the Kazakh language to 
increase the number of users or the uses of a language or language variety in the context 
of adults’  resistance to learn the new state language. At the same time, reestablishing 
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Kazakh MOI schools, particularly in Russian-dominant urban areas, has been primarily 
viewed as a way of restoring linguistic rights of ethnic Kazakhs who were previously 
denied education in their native language. The aspiration of policymakers and other 
stakeholders is that learners will acquire high level of competence in Kazakh so that  
Kazakh can transform from the language symbolizing the Kazakh state to the dominant 
means of communication in the country.  

Concurrently, as the government was navigating the transition from a command 
to a market economy and with the drastic decline in state support in rural areas,  
there has been a tremendous amount of migration taking place throughout the country 
into urban areas. How this has been translated in relation to school infrastructure is that 
new schools (which are often also Kazakh MOI) are primarily located in areas of new(er) 
urban growth and expansion. This is despite the continued interest and enrollment in 
Russian MOI schools. On the one hand, the increase in number of Kazakh MOI schools 
and growth in enrollment could be perceived as indicators of effective language planning. 
As previously mentioned, at the time of the study, many new Kazakh MOI schools were 
being established in the city outskirts or in new micro districts. Because these schools 
were in new(er) urban areas, the student population generally consisted of children from 
lower socio-economic backgrounds whose parents had recently migrated to Almaty from 
rural areas.  

Thus, by situating processes of emigration, regional immigration, return migration, 
suburbanization and urban expansion to school expansion and language policy reform 
against a Soviet socio-linguistic backdrop, this paper attempts to explore the geographic, 
structural, and socio-economic dimensions of emergent social stratification in Kazakhstan 
today. 

 

3. Urban Context: Almaty  

Almaty is Kazakhstan’s largest city and was the country’s capital until 1994, when  
the capital was moved to Astana. Despite rapid growth in the capital, Almaty has 
remained largely the main educational, cultural, and financial center of the country.  
A quarter of the annual state budget taxes are contributed by the city of Almaty.  
A third of Kazakhstani students are educated in Almaty universities (e.g., 30% of all 
universities in Kazakhstan are in Almaty oblast).  

In 2014, the official registered population of Almaty was 1.5 million; however,  
with unregistered and short-term residents, officials estimated that the actual population 
was probably closer to two million (Official website of Almaty city n.d.).  
The ethnic composition of the city shifted from 1991 until the 2010s with Kazakhs and 
Russians constituting 53% and 33% of city’s population respectively in 2009. The rest of 
the population consisted of Uighurs (five percent); Tatars and Koreans (two percent each); 
and other ethnic groups (five percent) (Census 2009). The share of Kazakhs in Almaty grew 
quite rapidly from 10% in the 1970s to 15% in 1979 and to 22.5% in 1989 before  
the collapse of the Soviet Union (All-Union Census 1970, 1979, 1989). Concurrently,  
the percentage of ethnic Russians declined from 45.2% in 1992 to 25% in 2021.  
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The changes in the number and enrollment of Kazakh MOI schools are just as —  
if not more — dramatic than recent socio-demographic changes. In the 1970s, there was  
a single Kazakh MOI school in Almaty for urban residents. This was in addition to  
the four Kazakh MOI boarding schools which were for rural pupils. During  
the Soviet times, in many rural places with small population only primary  
(grades one through three) or secondary schools (grades one through eight) were 
available. Rural children had to live and study in boarding schools to receive their high 
school diplomas (grades nine and 10) in nearby bigger towns. After the collapse of  
the Soviet Union, this system collapsed as well. Boarding schools and smaller schools  
were terminated and in many remote auls (‘villages’) schooling became inaccessible.  
This may be one of the many reasons of mass urbanization of ethnic Kazakhs, i.e., parents 
had to move to the cities where Kazakh MOI schools were available.  

The number of Kazakh MOI schools eventually did begin to grow in the late 1980s 
and then exponentially in the 1990s. By the 2008–09 academic year (AY), there were  
48 schools teaching in Kazakh, 79 schools teaching in Russian and 47 mixed schools, 
which is when Kazakh, Russian or other MOI classes share the same building. In 2023,  
out of 216 schools, 79 schools were Kazakh MOI and 76 schools were mixed (Bilim Almaty 
2023). After a dramatic increase in enrollment in Kazakh MOI schools in the early 2000s, 
the trend has stabilized. The share of children studying in Kazakh and Russian has not 
changed much since 2008 (Table 1).  

Table 1. Almaty school enrollment by MOI (2008–2011)  

Language of 
Education 

2008 
 

2008 
(%) 

 
2009 

 

 
2009 
(%) 

 
2010 

 

 
2010 
(%) 

 
2011 

 

 
2011 
(%) 

 
Kazakh 

 
64,999 

 
41.0 

 
68,157 

 
42.6 

 
64,144 

 
43.7 

 
70,954 

 
44.5 

 
Russian 

 
91,112 

 
57.6 

 
89,532 

 
55.9 

 
86,709 

 
54.8 

 
85,827 

 
53.9 

 
Uighur 

 
2,114 

 
1.3 

 
2,125 

 
1.3 

 
2,190 

 
1.4 

 
2,318 

 
1.5 

 
German 

 
233 

 
0.1 

 
221 

 
0.1 

 
217 

 
0.1 

 
212 

 
0.1 

Total 158, 458  160,035  158,260  159,311  

Source: Almaty Municipality (2014) 
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Many ethnic Kazakh parents continued to choose Russian as the MOI for their 
children’s schooling (Altynbekova 2010). Similarly, in a study conducted by Sadvakasova 
et al. (2011), ethnic Kazakh respondents whose highest level of education attained was 
university or higher were likely to enroll their children in Russian or English MOI schools 
(or schools that provide instruction through a combination of three languages:  
Russian, English, and Kazakh). This is in comparison to her ethnic Kazakh respondents 
with secondary school diplomas or vocational education and training diplomas,  
who appeared to favor schools that provided instruction exclusively in Kazakh  
for their children.  

More generally, it was assumed that Russian MOI schools provide better quality 
education. Madiyeva (2010) found that parents often anecdotally commented on lack of 
teacher professionalism as the main reason for not sending their children  
to or withdrawing from Kazakh MOI schools. At one point, this was such a prevalent belief 
that the then Minister of Culture had to speak out to defend the quality of education  
in Kazakh schools. He spoke about his own experience as a parent. The minister claimed 
that all his four children had attended Kazakh MOI schools where they received  
an excellent education, allowing them to apply to the U.S. and U.K. universities (Zakon.kz 
2010). Besides appealing to personal experiences, the other argument frequently used by 
government officials to defend Kazakh MOI schools was to show the differences in  
the number of Olympiad winners and Altyn Belgi recipients. Olympiads are discipline-
specific academic competitions and the Altyn Belgi award is given to Kazakhstani students 
who show excellent academic performance during school years and then also get top 
scores in state secondary completion/university entrance exam (UNT). Yet, these statistics 
are by no means robust measures which demonstrate the qualitative differences of  
one MOI school over another.  

Despite these debates and the Kazakhstani government’s language policy and 
planning efforts, proficiency in the Russian language may continue to be a linguistic proxy 
for SES or social capital. In the Kazakhstani context, prior to the 2022 protests which were 
in part in response to the increasing socio-economic stratification being experienced 
throughout the country (Reed 2023), scholars like Sadvakasova and Rakisheva (2011) and 
Smagulova (2008) have observed growing social inequality along the ethnic and language 
lines. The caveat to this is the changing reality that while Russian remains a valuable 
linguistic resource linked to upward social mobility, access to standard prestige-bearing 
varieties of Russian have also become increasingly restricted particularly in rural areas 
(where access was already quite restricted). Subsequently, in the Kazakhstani context, the 
Russian language is becoming what Blommaert (2003) called a bourgeois resource 
because the access to it is more restricted than during the Soviet period. More recently, 
the place of the Russian language has become further complicated by Russia’s 2022 war 
in Ukraine, which has subsequently undermined Russia as a desirable destination for work 
and education; it should be noted that the longer-term impacts of the war on shifting 
geopolitics and the changing status on the status of the Russian language in Kazakhstan 
remain to be seen.  
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Parent’s school MOI choices for their children were (and remain) particularly 
striking when set against the backdrop of the Kazakhstani government’s proactive and 
comprehensive language planning campaign to elevate the prestige  
of the Kazakh language, along with the particularities of how urbanization is taking place 
in the country.  

 

4. Method  

Since Almaty is the largest and most densely populated city in Kazakhstan and  
has experienced rapid urbanization in a relatively short period of time, this study was 
conducted in 29 Almaty schools. The research team designed a survey instrument, which 
examined a number of attributes, e.g., the primary language of education, perception of 
the socio-economic conditions around the school, school ethno-linguistic composition, 
and future educational plans, and was broadly intended to better understand the student 
characteristics of Almaty public schools through a cross-sectional lens.  

The survey instrument was adopted from several sources. First, we looked at  
a survey that was conducted in 2005.1 Several questions were also adopted from  
the PISA background information survey which has test participants answer questions 
regarding their homes, available and accessible resources, and their academic 
achievement. Since the PISA test is only taken by 15-year-olds (regardless of year  
in school), we thought it would be interesting to situate the data that we collected within 
the broader (theoretically representative) PISA data collected during the 2012 and 2009 
cycles in Kazakhstan. Moreover, since students who are 15 years old are finishing 
secondary school, i.e., they are usually in 10th grade, we wanted to see what the education 
aspirations of ninth graders were. Ninth grade is the last compulsory form for students 
before they decide to go to college (vocational school) or look for other forms 
employment and is a major branching point in the Kazakhstani education system.  
Finally, questions from a survey conducted in six European cities by faculty members  
at Tilburg University were also adopted to compare the survey results in a more 
comparative way and over a broader age range. While the Multilingual Cities survey 
looked at students from grade four to 11, we initially decided to look at grades eight 
through 11.  

The survey was conducted in nine schools in grades eight through 11. A total of 
217 surveys were collected. The piloted survey was 58 questions and was distributed in 
both Russian and Kazakh to enable respondent choice. The pilot survey phase took place 
during late February and throughout March 2014. The collection period was extended  
by two weeks to make up for the fact that all schools were closed in late March due to  
various holidays and other vacation days. The finalized survey tool was a sample-based 
assessment, which produced data that was more flexible than what was available  
through the census-based statistical information provided by the Kazakhstani Institute  
of Statistics. It consisted of 52 questions which were divided into four sections  

 
1 The survey was conducted under the auspices of the international association for the promotion of 
cooperation with scientists from the independent states of the former Soviet Union (INTAS).  
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(education, language and culture, household data, and personal) and were reorganized  
to have personal information placed in the later part of the survey.  

The main criteria used to select potential participant schools were (1) schools  
that had larger overall student bodies; (2) schools that had a proportionate number of 
students continuing from ninth to eleventh grade; and (3) language of education  
(Russian or Kazakh), i.e., a balanced number of overall Russian and Kazakh medium 
schools needed to be surveyed to have a more representative aggregated sample at the 
district level. The finalized survey was conducted in April–May 2014 in 158 classes  
in 29 comprehensive schools in all seven Almaty districts. The total number of viable 
surveys was 2,749. Table 2 provides an overview of the survey respondents  
by the school’s MOI. 

Table 2. Overview of the survey sample by MOI 

 9th Grade 10th Grade 11th Grade 

 # of students # of classes # of students # of classes # of students # of classes 

 
Russian 

 
673 

 
31 

 
300 

 
17 

 
244 

 
17 

 
Kazakh 

 
484 

 
27 

 
333 

 
19 

 
241 

 
18 

 
Mixed 

 
186 

 
12 

 
157 

 
10 

 
121 

 
7 

Total 1,343 70 790 46 606 42 

 

5. Findings 

5.1. MOI and student profiles: ethnicity and migration  

Table 1 provides an overview of official statistics on Kazakh and Russian MOI 
school enrollments from the Almaty City Department of Education. What gets lost in 
aggregated data is that the behavior or defining characteristics of smaller populations 
becomes subsumed. For this reason, we took a closer look at different populations within 
the schools to see what patterns emerged in our survey sample.  

School ethnic composition 

In our sample, there was a clear difference in the ethnic composition of  
the schools. As shown in Table 3, the Kazakh MOI schools we surveyed were primarily 
mono-ethnic enterprises, i.e., less than one percent of the pupils in these schools  
were from other ethnic backgrounds. On the other hand, Russian MOI schools were 
observably more multi-ethnic and diverse. These results were similar to the findings of  
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the 2006–2007 INTAS survey (Smagulova 2008), which concluded that ethnic minorities 
consistently opted for Russian MOI schools. This similarity would suggest that this trend 
from 2006 was maintained or continued through 2014.  

Table 3. Ethnic composition of the schools surveyed by respondents 

Nationality 
(self-Identified) Kazakh MOI Russian MOI Mixed Total 

Kazakh 969 400 495 1,864 

Russian 0 226 133 359 

Uighur 1 72 114 187 

Korean 0 32 13 45 

Dungan 0 8 34 42 

Tatar 1 23 14 38 

Bi-cultural 3 25 9 37 

German 0 10 7 17 

Turk 2 10 4 16 

Azeri 0 9 4 13 

Others 3 48 29 80 

Not available 84 85 85 254 

Total 1,063 948 941 2,952 

Birthplace and internal migration  

Since Almaty has been undergoing rapid urbanization, it was also critical  
to understand how many of the respondents were also new(er) to the Almaty area.  
Our data indicates that most children in Russian MOI schools were at least second-
generation urban dwellers. Also, when we cross-tabulated the choice of the MOI  
by students’ birthplace, we found that slightly less than half of children in Kazakh MOI 
schools were born in Almaty (Table 4). Almost twenty percent of the Kazakh MOI student 
population in the survey sample had indicated that they were born outside of Almaty  
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in the predominantly Kazakh-speaking rural Almaty oblast and southern regions  
of Kazakhstan. This contrasted with the observation that more than 60% of students in  
the sample that attended in Russian MOI schools were born in Almaty with only  
8.3% originating from predominantly Kazakh-speaking areas.  

Table 4. School MOI choice by students’ birthplace (by frequency and proportion) 

School 
MOI Almaty Almaty 

Oblast 
South. 

KZ 

North, 
Central, 

East 
West 

Central 
Asia 

(Other) 

Outside 
KZ 

(Other) 

Not 
Avail Total 

Kazakh 
525 

(49.4%) 
81 

(7.6%) 
125 

(11.8%) 
35 

(3.3%) 
18 

(1.7%) 
2 (0.2%) 9 (0.9%) 

218 
(20.5%) 

1,063 
(100%) 

Russian 
582 

(61.4%) 
35 

(3.7%) 
30 

(3.2%) 
38 

(4.0%) 
13 

(1.4%) 
17 (1.8) 

21 
(2.2%) 

163 
(17.2%) 

948 

(100%) 

Mixed 
517 

(54.9%) 
67 

(7.1%) 
62 (6.6) 

33 
(3.5%) 

4 (0.4%) 
16 

(1.7%) 
11 

(1.2%) 
199 

(21.1%) 

941 

(100%) 

Total 1,624 183 217 106 35 35 41 580 2,952 

At the time the survey was conducted, we observed that the newly added city 
districts tended to have a higher share of Kazakh MOI schools in comparison to the older 
city districts. For example, in Almaly district, founded in 1957, there were 10 Kazakh MOI, 
13 Russian MOI, and six mixed schools while in Alatau district, created in 2008 (and made 
of several former villages), there were 16 Kazakh MOI, 10 mixed schools, and three 
Russian MOI schools. Interestingly, among the participants, students born outside of 
Kazakhstan (48.6% vs. 5.7% of children from Central Asia and 51.2% vs. 22% of children 
were born in further abroad) tended to choose or were placed into Russian MOI schools 
or were in Russian MOI classes in mixed schools. 

5.2. MOI and SES of participants’ families 

Since it was challenging to try to determine family socio-economic status from  
the survey instrument, we used various proxies. In term of parents’ employment, we found 
that parents of children in Russian MOI schools were more likely to occupy white collar 
jobs (23% vs. 14.9%). The data on type of residence further supported the presumption 
that Kazakh MOI schools have largely catered to rural migrants or residents of former 
rural administrative units. Almost 71% of students from Kazakh MOI schools reported that 
they lived in their own houses and only 14.1% said they lived in apartments.  
The situation was the opposite for children in Russian MOI schools with less than  
third of Russian school students reporting they resided in private houses, but almost 60% 
lived in apartments (Table 5).  

Historically, high rise apartment buildings were the preferred (or more frequent) 
choice for those living in the central, more urban parts of Almaty. Houses were  
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more typical for peripheral parts of the older parts of Almaty as well as in newly 
established districts (because of city’s expansion to and subsumption of previously rural 
places). Because the price of land was cheaper in newer districts, it was more affordable 
to build there than to buy a flat in the central part of Almaty.  

Table 5. Housing types (by frequency and proportion) 

School 
MOI 

Own 
House 

Rented 
House 

Own 
Flat 

Rented 
Flat 

Relatives’ 
Home 

1 
Room/
Dorm 

Other Not 
Avail Total 

Kazakh 
753 

(70.8%) 
37 

(3.5%) 
150 

(14.1%) 
24 

(2.3%) 
25 (2.4%) 0 0 

74 
(7.0%) 

1,063 

Russian 
291 

(30.7%) 
11 

(1.2%) 
547 

(57.7%) 
47 

(5.0%) 11 (1.2%) 0 
1 

(0.1%) 
40 

(4.2%) 948 

Mixed 
558 

(59.3%) 
21 

(2.2%) 
243 

(25.8%) 
31 

(3.3%) 
15 (1.6%) 1 (0.1%) 

2 
(0.2%) 

68 
(7.2%) 

941 

Total 1,602 69 940 102 51 3 3 182 2,952 

It is important to note that in these new districts, the infrastructure was less developed 
and there were fewer opportunities for students’ educational and extracurricular 
activities.  

Another difference between students attending Kazakh and Russian MOI schools 
was how they spent their vacations. Table 6 shows how students from Russian MOI 
schools reported travelling in and out of Kazakhstan (almost 60%) with less than third 
saying they spend vacations visiting relatives. This contrasted with students from Kazakh 
MOI schools (59%), who spent their breaks visiting relatives in auls or spending time with 
their grandparents or other extended family members. Less than third (29.1%) of Kazakh 
MOI school students reported traveling around Kazakhstan or abroad. 

Table 6. Vacation location (by frequency and proportion) 

School MOI Visiting 
relatives 

In 
Kazakhstan 

In Central 
Asia 

Outside of 
KZ and CA 

Other 
(Unknown) 

Not 
Available Total 

Kazakh 627 (59.0) 56 (5.3) 86 (8.1) 144 (13.5) 23 (2.2) 127 (11.9) 1,063 

Russian 287 (30.3) 66 (7.0) 171 (18.0) 296 (31.2) 29 (3.1) 99 (10.4) 948 

Mixed 514 (54.6) 74 (7.9) 126 (13.4) 109 (11.6) 22 (2.3) 96 (10.2) 941 

Total 1,428 196 383 549 74 322 2,952 
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These differences between students at Kazakh versus Russian MOI schools may be 
interpreted in several ways. The most obvious explanation is economic, i.e.,  
it seems that parents of students in Russian MOI schools had higher disposable incomes 
allowing them to go on vacations abroad. It may also have been that the relatives of most 
of the participants from Russian schools lived in Almaty (and most likely speak Russian). 
This contrasted with survey participants from Kazakh MOI schools, where the opposite 
seems to have been true, with their close relatives living in other regions of Kazakhstan.  

Academic achievement 

While these socio-demographic factors provide empirical insight into the student 
populations at different schools, they also have important implications for educational 
equity. Findings from PISA 2012 revealed a wide gap in academic achievement between 
students of Russian and Kazakh MOI schools (OECD 2014). Both language groups 
performed below the OECD average, but students from the Kazakh schools had 
significantly lower results in all subject areas, and the difference was highest for 
functional literacy results. The authors of the report noted that these results might be 
explained by differences in access to pre-school education as well as socio-economic and 
cultural differences between Russian and Kazakh speaking populations (OECD 2014).  

With these results in mind, we also sought to compare college plans and 
supplementary educational opportunities of students of Kazakh and Russian MOI schools 
(Table 7). First, the respondents were asked whether they plan to take the Unified 
National Test (UNT) — a high-stakes, content-oriented exam used as both a high school 
exit and university entrance test. The results show that more students in Kazakh MOI 
schools indicated intent to take the test: 63.2% of students from the Kazakh MOI schools 
intend to take UNT in comparison to 55.6% of students from the Russian MOI schools.  

Table 7. UNT plans (by frequency and proportion) 

School MOI Yes No IDK Not Avail Total 

Kazakh 672 (63.2%) 157 (14.8%) 180 (16.9%) 54 (5.1%) 1,063 

Russian 527 (55.6%) 185 (19.5%) 183 (19.3%) 53 (5.6%) 948 

Mixed 544 (57.8%) 199 (21.1%) 139 (14.8%) 59 (6.3%) 941 

Total 1,743 541 502 166 2,952 

The survey results suggest that Russian MOI school students may have had more 
available choices in terms of higher education options and that they were less dependent 
on state grants to help fund their university schooling; that is, Russian MOI school 
students may perhaps opt out of taking the UNT because they have options to continue 
education which do not require the UNT results. For example, no UNT results are needed 
to study in Malaysia, and to study in the Russian Federation, one can take  
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an oral exam at school instead of UNT. 

This hypothesis was further supported by other survey results. For example, when 
students were asked about their college plans, it became apparent that more Kazakh MOI 
school students hoped to receive a state grant which would then allow them to study  
at university for free. Slightly more than half of the respondents indicated that they plan 
to apply for the state grant (Table 8).  

Table 8. University choices (by frequency and proportion) 

School MOI 
Kazakh 

University 
(grant) 

Kazakh 
Universit
y (pay) 

Inter-
national 
Branch 
Campus 

Study 
Abroad 

Don’t 
Know Not Avail Total 

Kazakh 

 

541 
(50.9%) 

26 

(2.4%) 

6 

(0.6%) 

138 
(13.0%) 

227 
(21.4%) 

125 1,063 

Russian 
168 

(17.7%) 

46 

(4.9%) 

8 

(0.8%) 

332 
(35.0%) 

246 
(25.9%) 

148 948 

Mixed 
380 

(40.4%) 

40 

(4.3%) 

5 

(0.5%) 

163 
(17.3%) 

244 
(25.9%) 

109 941 

Total 1,089 112 19 633 717 382 2,952 

In comparison to the respondents from Kazakh MOI schools, students from the 
Russian MOI schools indicated that they were less dependent on state support to continue 
education as over a third had plans to study abroad (35%) or intended to pay tuition 
(4.9%). Another inference we can make from these data is that children from Russian MOI 
schools had higher proficiency in Russian language that would then allow them to apply 
to universities in the Russian Federation (this was before the invasion of Ukraine in 2022). 

Differences in college plans might also explain the difference in the levels  
of participation in extra-curricular activities. Twice as many students from the Russian 
MOI schools stated that they attended extracurricular tutoring (additional classes  
to help with school subjects). We also found that among the survey respondents,  
many Russian MOI school students started additional tutoring in secondary school and 
their parents spent more money on extra-curricular activities. Kazakh MOI students 
tended to start extra-curricular activities later in high school and, as seen  
in Table 9, nearly 20% of respondents reported attend UNT preparation courses, which 
focus on teaching to the test. 
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Table 9. Extracurricular activity participation (by frequency and proportion) 

School MOI Tutoring UNT 
Preparation 

IELTS/ 

TOEFL 
Other 

Languages 
Other 

Courses Sports Not Avail Total 

Kazakh 
193 

(18.2%) 

194 

(18.3%) 

73 

(6.9%) 

7 

(0.7%) 

80 

(7.5%) 

2 
(0.2%) 

514 
(48.4%) 

1,063 

Russian 
318 

(33.5%) 

96 

(10.1%) 

46 

(4.9%) 
23 (2.5%) 

50 

(5.3%) 

2 
(0.2%) 

413 
(43.6%) 

948 

Mixed 
209 

(22.2%) 

161 

(17%) 

18 

(1.9%) 

56 

(6%) 

16 

(1.7%) 

5 
(0.5%) 

476 
(50.6%) 

941 

Total 720 451 137 186 46 9 1,403 2,952 

Differences in educational strategies between parents of Kazakh and Russian MOI 
school students were also noted in an OECD report (2014); it was observed that Kazakh-
speaking families had more material wealth but invested less in symbolic wealth such as 
home libraries. During the Soviet period, many urban families had big home libraries,  
and to be considered literate one had to be well read. In this respect, the size of a home 
library and children’s reading habits could further highlight differences between  
two populations. In Tables 10 and 11, students in Russian MOI schools reported that  
they had bigger home libraries and read more books for pleasure than students in  
Kazakh MOI schools.  

Table 10. Size of home library (by frequency and proportion) 

School 
MOI 0–50 51–100 101–

200 
201–
300 

301–
400 

401–
500 500+ Not 

avail Total 

Kazakh 
358 

(33.8%) 
237 

(22.3%) 
153 

(14.4%) 

80 

(7.5%) 

46 

(4.3%) 

131 
(12.3%) 

4 (0.4%) 
54 

(5.0%) 
1,063 

Russian 
207 

(21.8%) 
187 

(21.8%) 
140 

(14.8%) 
107 

(11.3%) 
79 

(8.3%) 
142 

(15%) 
55 

(5.8%) 
29 

(3.0%) 
948 

Mixed 
365 

(18.8%) 
203 

(21.6%) 
96 

(10.2%) 
67 

(7.1%) 
34 

(0.4%) 
114 

(12.0%) 
1 (0.1%) 

61 
(6.5%) 

941 

Total 930 627 389 254 159 387 60 144 2,952 
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Table 11. Reading for pleasure seen in books per year (by frequency and proportion) 

MOI School 1–4 11–15 16+ Don’t read Not Avail Total 

Kazakh 370 (34.8%) 88 (8.3%) 94 (8.8%) 459 (43.0%) 52 (4.9%) 1,063 

Russian 275 (29.0%) 111 (11.6%) 142 (15.0%) 395 (41.7%) 25 (2.6%) 948 

Mixed 313 (33.3%) 78 (8.3%) 125 (13.3%) 374 (39.7%) 51 (5.4%) 941 

Total 958 277 361 1,228 128 2,952 

It is possible that many Russian-speaking families inherited their libraries and 
literacy practices. This snapshot may also mean that parents of students at Russian MOI 
schools bought more books—not because they valued books and/or had higher incomes 
— but because more titles were available in Russian than in Kazakh. Relatedly, the lack 
of books in Kazakh may also explain why Kazakh-speaking children reported reading less 
for pleasure. Wider accessibility of books in Russian also may suggest that Russian MOI 
schools had more choices of textbooks. Table 12 shows that more students  
in Russian MOI schools reported that their schools had not provided them with  
all textbooks.  

Table 12. Possession of required textbooks (by frequency and proportion) 

School MOI Yes No Not available Total 

Kazakh 784 (73.8%) 234 (22.0%) 45 (4.2%) 1,063 

Russian 639 (67.4%) 283 (30.0%) 26 (2.7%) 948 

Mixed 708 (75.2%) 184 (20.0%) 49 (5.2%) 941 

Total 2,131 (72.2%) 701 (23.7%) 120 (4.0%) 2,952 

Given the smaller population of students in Russian MOI schools overall and 
school budget allocations, it is unlikely that these students were being discriminated 
against. Anecdotally, parents of students at Russian MOI schools are frequently asked to 
buy additional or alternative textbooks to complement or replace the ones recommended  
by the Republic of Kazakhstan’s Ministry of Education and Science (2018). Most of these 
textbooks are published in the Russian Federation.  

Finally, the data seem to suggest that students’ language proficiency could be one 
more potential source of inequality in education. The results on self-reported proficiency 
show that more students attending Russian MOI schools reported fluency in the MOI  
of the school they attended (speaking: 95.7%; reading: 92.8%; writing: 89.1%)  
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versus students at Kazakh MOI schools (speaking: 86.4%; reading: 86.4%; writing: 84.6%). 
This suggests that many ethnic Kazakhs may have chosen to educate their children in 
their mother tongue because they are not able to transmit the language at home 
(Smagulova 2019). Kazakh MOI schools may then be a last resort for parents to raise 
Kazakh language users. Another category of students who may have low proficiency in 
academic Kazakh are qandas, i.e., Kazakhs who have been repatriated from other 
countries. They speak different varieties of Kazakh or sometimes other languages  
(e.g., Karakalpak or Chinese) and often have limited or no proficiency in Russian  
to compensate for a lack of proficiency in academic Kazakh. Socio-economically,  
many ethnic Kazakh returnees to Kazakhstan come from a socio-economically 
disadvantaged background as well (Kuşçu 2013; Sancak 2007). Comparing socio-
demographic characteristics of students enrolled in Russian and Kazakh MOI schools  
in the sample that we collected revealed that populations of these schools are different 
in many ways. In addition to the observation that students in Kazakh MOI schools  
were almost exclusively ethnic Kazakhs, they were more likely to be from families  
who recently relocated (or were incorporated) to the city and who maintain close ties 
with their relatives back home; to come from less affluent families and live further from 
the school. This contrasted with students in Russian MOI schools were more likely  
to be fluent in the medium of instruction of their school, had more opportunities to study 
outside of school, read more and had more books, and were less dependent on state 
grants to continue education after graduating from upper secondary school.  

This survey captured a cross-section of data at a specific point in time. However, 
it does seem that emergent socio-economic stratification as reflected in the changing 
nature of education (in)equality in urban Kazakhstan (with Almaty as an exemplar)  
is informed by the ruralization of urban areas. While this article does focus on providing 
a descriptive analysis of the socio-economic constitution of Almaty schools and  
is therefore limited in its analytic power, the intention of this study was to establish  
a baseline to better understand emerging SES in Kazakhstan to establish more robust 
causal roots by administering the survey over time. 

 

6. Conclusion  

This article draws on survey data collected among 2,954 students in Almaty 
comprehensive schools in 2014. By comparing Kazakh and Russian MOI schools  
in terms of family migration, SES, and academic aspirations, the paper aims to have  
a better understanding of the emergent nature of socio-economic stratification  
in contemporary Kazakhstan. 

Our results suggest that expanding Kazakh MOI school infrastructure in Almaty 
has provided ethnic Kazakhs of various backgrounds the opportunity to study in  
the Kazakh language; nevertheless, the macro-language planning goal remains still out 
of reach, because many students in Kazakh MOI schools seem to be new urban settlers 
who already speak Kazakh at home. Many Russian-speaking urban residents, especially 
those from other ethnic minority background, continue to resist Kazakh MOI education.  
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Problematizing how education policy has been viewed, Asanova (2007) posited that  
in Kazakhstan “education policy makers tend to view the reasons of the achievement gaps 
as residing with schools, rather than occurring due to structural inequalities, including 
inequalities in learning opportunities for privileged and disadvantaged students” 
(Asanova 2007: 82). To move discussions beyond ongoing public debates regarding 
education access and language proficiency and identities, more empirical research 
focusing on issues of ethnic identity, socio-economic disparities, along with rural/urban 
divides related to the quality of education between Kazakh and Russian MOI schools is 
needed. Consequently, in this paper, we tried to attend to multiple dimensions of MOI 
choice — socioeconomic and ethnic background of students, residential characteristics, 
and the adequacy of home and community resources — to better understand the nature 
of socio-economic stratification in Kazakhstan today. Our findings from 29 urban Almaty 
schools indicated that there are systemic socio-economic inequalities between students 
of Kazakh and Russian MOI schools.  

This study was an initial attempt to critically evaluate the changing education 
market in the context of rapid urbanization. It is evident that more such interdisciplinary 
studies are needed. What is the impact of private education and shadow education  
on educational equity? What is the relationship between home language and literacy 
practices and academic achievement and social mobility? What is the impact of  
the current language-in-education policy on social cohesion? As the events of January 
2022 demonstrated, understanding, and addressing the root causes of socio-economic 
stratification in the Kazakhstani context remains critical to understanding what may 
contribute to socio-political (in)stability and so, continues to warrant closer examination.  
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Abstract: The aim of this study is to analyze discourses around the introduction of the 
new Ukrainian Orthography in 2019. Debates on the perceived or ideal standard of the 
Ukrainian language have been percolating for centuries in various social circles and contexts. 
Since May 2019, these debates have been receiving heightened attention, accompanied by 
politicization, conflicts, and strong responses on all sides. Societal reactions and emotional 
responses by the public towards these new orthographical norms are at the core of this 
investigation. The study relies on the sociocultural model of orthography (Sebba 2009, 2012), 
in which orthography is viewed as a social practice, going beyond its understanding as simply 
written representations of speech. The premise is that orthography is a set of symbols that are 
endowed with historical, cultural, and politicized meanings (Woolard and Schieffelin 1994), 
and these meanings are ideologically laden (Sebba 2009). Thus, this study focuses on the new 
orthographic policy, and analyzes various discourses on the new orthography and how these 
constitute language ideological debates. Texts from three social media platforms, Facebook, 
Instagram, and TikTok, are examined. These texts are viewed as “ideological sites” (Silverstein 
1979) which allow us to explore people’s beliefs, ideas, and sensitivities about particular 
language policies and practices, in other words, the underpinnings of societal positions about 
the new orthographic norms. The analysis of these language ideologies is also tied with the 
concepts of attribution, iconization, and branding (Sebba 2015), which are relevant in the 
context of the orthographic reforms and transformations taking place in Ukraine. The results 
allow us to discuss two major ideological positions: the position of pro-change and the 
position of safeguarding the status-quo, which display constructions and enactments of 
language ideologies in the society. The analysis reveals that these positions are distinct within 
and across generations. 

 

Key words: orthography, Ukrainian orthography, language ideologies, attribution, 
iconization, iconization, branding, orthography and generations.  

 
1 I am grateful to Dr. Debra Friedman for valuable and critical comments on drafts of this study. I appreciate 
Dr. Andrij Hornjatkevyč’s insights into various features of different publications of the Ukrainian 
Orthography. Comments and suggestions made by anonymous reviewers enabled to crystalize several 
important aspects the manuscript. All oversights remain my own. 
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Orthographies are mirrors of their surrounding history. 

Michael Moser (n.d.: 2) 

 

1. Introduction 

This article provides an examination of the debates surrounding the 2019 reforms  
to Ukrainian Orthography (Ukrains’kyi Pravopys 2019), introduced as a result of lengthy 
and heated deliberations and disputes in the circles of Ukrainian language policy makers 
and the public, particularly since Ukraine’s independence in 1991, with orthographic 
conflicts going as far back as the eighteenth century. As known from scholarship, 
introductions of new orthographies or implementations of orthographic reforms, 
particularly due to the prescriptive powers of these reforms, normally and most often lead 
to discomfort, fears, lack of acceptance, opposition, contestation, and protest (Schieffelin 
& Doucet 1994; Sebba 2009). These reactions and feelings in the context of language 
debates in general and orthography in particular are never about language alone 
(Woolard and Schieffelin 1994); they are always tied to social, political, and cultural 
processes and events in a particular community. Orthographies cannot be viewed  
as written representations of speech only: orthographic systems act as symbols loaded 
with historical, cultural, and often politicized meanings (Woolard and Schieffelin 1994: 
65) with “all models of orthography as fundamentally ideological” (Sebba 2009: 14). 

Ukraine is yet another example among many in which, over centuries, a number  
of models of orthography have been politicized, conflicted, and accompanied by heated 
discussions. The 2019 Orthography, as is typical in these cases, elicited a strong 
emotional response from the public (for several other cases of often turbulent 
orthographic reform contexts, see Sebba 2009). The premise of this study is not to focus 
on the linguistic side of the new Orthography, but to view it as “complex social and 
cultural achievements, best viewed as sets of practices—some highly conventionalized 
and others relatively unconstrained... [which] are microcosms of language itself, where 
the issues of history, identity, ethnicity, culture and politics which pervade language are 
also prominent” (Sebba 2009: 167). Accepting Sebba’s (2009, 2012) sociocultural model 
of orthography, which views orthography as social practice, this study draws on societal 
attitudes towards this social practice as reflected in social media discourses. These 
attitudes about orthography or “beliefs about what language is, should be, and should be 
used for” (Sebba 2009: 25) provide ideological stances for the debates, thereby allowing 
us to study discourses surrounding the implementation of the new orthography within 
the framework of language ideologies. 

 

2. Background 

2.1. Historical conflicts over the Ukrainian Orthography  

Orthographic reforms contributing to language standardization processes  
in Ukraine as in many other cultures and societies have not been simple,  
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but rather turbulent, debated, disputed, conflictual and importantly tied to historical and 
sociopolitical landscapes and contexts. Battles for a unified Ukrainian Orthography  
have been visible since the end of the eighteenth century, with crucial peaks of attention 
during the twentieth century, and most recently with the introduction and 
implementation of the newest 2019 Orthography (see Table 1). Without going too deeply 
into the historical past, it will suffice to note that the establishment of a Ukrainian state 
in 1919 facilitated the development and acceptance of unified Ukrainian language 
orthographic norms, published as the “More Important Rules of the Ukrainian 
Orthography” and later as the “Most Important Rules of the Ukrainian Orthography.”  
In 1925, a State Orthography Commission at the Council of People’s Commissars of the 
Ukrainian Soviet Republic was formed, the task of which was to revise the earlier rules, 
developing a new all-Ukrainian orthographic canon. The work of this commission 
culminated in an orthography, unified and accepted by all areas of Ukraine, with  
Western Ukraine being part of Poland and Eastern Ukraine being a recent addition  
to the Soviet Union. This orthography came to be known as the 1928 Orthography,  
or Skrypnykivka, as endorsed by the People’s Commissar for Education, Mykola Skrypnyk. 
The 1928 Ukrainian Orthography, primarily based on the language of Central Ukraine, 
was in use until 1933, when the Soviet authorities began to fear Ukrainian national 
sentiments, which they perceived as political threats. In the sphere of language practices 
of Ukrainians, the Soviet authorities were also afraid of the outcomes of  
the Ukrainianization movements of the 1920s and thus ruled the 1928 Orthography  
as “nationalistic.” As Huzar notes about this time period, “Very often the Ukrainian identity 
in its essence (with the Ukrainian language and its Orthography being the major elements 
of this identity) was treated as potentially dangerous in the context of Russification,  
and therefore became an object of repressions” by the Soviet government (Huzar 2004: 
506). In 1933, as a part of a general policy of Russification of the official languages  
of the Soviet republics, the Soviet authorities enforced a revised Ukrainian orthography, 
the goal of which was to bring the Ukrainian orthographic conventions closer to those  
of the Russian language, thereby promoting the similarity and “sisterhood” of  
the two languages and strengthening Russian imperial unity.1 Among several tamperings 
with the Ukrainian language, the emblematic changes of the 1933 reform included 
abolishing the letter ґ from the Ukrainian alphabet, with arguments being that Ukrainian 
cannot have two graphemes ґ/g and г/h while Russian has only one г/g (see Hornjatkevyč 
1980), and replacing the genitive case ending of nouns of the third and fourth declensions 
of -и/-y with -і/-i, mirroring the Russian ending -i/-i (радости/radosty à радості/radosti 
‘joy’).2 These and several other changes in the 1933 Orthography constituted enactments 

 
1 The policy of Russification affected not only the Slavic languages of the Soviet Union, such as Ukrainian 
and Belarusian, but also non-Slavic languages such as Kazakh, Tatar and other. The non-Slavic languages 
were required to switch to the Cyrillic alphabet and to include large numbers of Russian loanwords. These 
transformations were imposed allegedly to enhance languages’ “proletarian” character (I am grateful to the 
anonymous reviewer for highlighting this point). 
2 The change of -и/-y with -і/-i in the genitive case was imposed in most nouns of the third and fourth 
declensions, except those with the suffix -aт/-at most often used for baby animals. Therefore, the Ukrainian 
forms such as теляти/teliaty ‘calf’ remained unchanged. This exception was most likely because in Russian 
a similar noun group has a different suffix -ënok/-ionok: телëнок /telionok ‘calf’. 
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of Russification policies in Ukraine, which Ukraine endured for many decades, leading  
to the reforms of 2019. 

Table 1: Ukrainian orthographies: A brief historical overview (based on Ukrains’kyi 
Pravopys 2019: 5-10; Moser n.d.)1 

Year Event Notes on importance/role/main features 
and/or changes 

1798-1905 50 different orthographic systems were 
proposed and/or used 

 See Ukrains’kyi Pravopys (2019: 6) 

1919  “The More Important Rules of the 
Ukrainian Orthography” & “The Most 
Important Rules of the Ukrainian 
Orthography” were published 

The first official orthographic codex in the 
history of Ukraine 

19282 The “Kharkiv Orthography” (known also as 
the Skrypnykivka) adopted 

The first orthography fully accepted by both 
Western Ukraine (Poland) and Eastern 
Ukraine (Soviet Union) 

1929 Orthographic Dictionary published Written by Hryhorii Holoskevych 

1933 The new Ukrainian Orthography created Enforced by Soviet authorities and changed 
to more closely resemble the Russian 
orthography, emphasizing the “similarity” of 
the Ukrainian and Russian languages 

*The 1933 Orthography was not accepted 
beyond the borders of the Soviet Union. The 
1928 norms remained in use in Western 
Ukraine and in the Diaspora. 

1930s/ 
1946/1960 

Additional changes to the Ukrainian 
Orthography are added 

Continued Russification of the Ukrainian 
orthography 

1989-1990 New Redaction of the Orthography 
published 

*Return of the letter ґ/g 

 
1 For a brief, but detailed historical overview of the codification of Ukrainian, with special attention paid to 
orthographic developments, see Belej (2020). 
2 Bold highlights indicate events that are particularly relevant for the focus of this study. 
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1999 Proposal for a revised Orthography were 
circulated and debated  

Not made official 

2019  The 2019 Ukrainian Orthography 
(Ukrains’kyi Pravopys 2019) adopted and 
regulated  

Return to certain norms of 1928 (de-
Russification); 

Allowance of variants (coexistence of “old” 
and “new” spelling and forms) 

2021 In January, a 12-year-old from Kherson 
challenged the legality of the orthography 
at the District Administrative Court of Kyiv. 
The court found the acceptance of the new 
Orthography illegal, which led to protests. 
Later, the Appellate court ruled in favour 
of the Cabinet of Ministers’ approval of the 
orthography. 

Debates surrounding the new Orthography 
resurface 

 

2.2. The key changes in the 2019 Ukrainian Orthography 

The 2019 Orthography was developed by the Ukrainian National Committee  
on Issues of Orthography, which began its work in 2015 (Ukrains’kyi Pravopys 2019: 7–8). 
This committee consisted of linguists from the National Academy of Sciences of Ukraine 
and representatives from higher educational institutions from different regions  
of Ukraine. As noted in its introduction, the 2019 Orthography “returns to life some  
of the peculiarities of the 1928 Orthography, which constitute the Ukrainian orthographic 
tradition and renewal of which has a contemporary scientific basis” (ibid.: 8). This tradition 
also preserves the “inheritance in the language” strengthening “the connections between 
generations, which lived, live and will live in Ukraine” (ibid.: 10). Furthermore,  

At the same time, the orthographic committee was driven by the fact that language 
practices of Ukrainians of the second half of the twentieth—beginning of the 
twenty-first centuries has already become a part of the Ukrainian orthographic 
tradition. (Ukrains’kyi Pravopys 2019: 8) 

The authors note that they view the abolition of the 1928 norms as a criminal act  
of repression of the Soviet totalitarian regime against Ukrainians and their language 
(ibid.: 8). Nevertheless, considering Ukrainian as an “open and dynamic” language  
(ibid.: 8), they state that it is not possible “to ignore the fact that history creates people’s 
languages: languages change and their orthographies need to reflect first and  
foremost their contemporary state” (ibid.: 8). This requires the language to reflect 
practices familiar to and currently used by the speakers of Ukrainian in Ukraine.  
The committee also underscores that the new Orthography, “reacting to challenges of 
language practices… widens boundaries for the use of orthographic variants” (ibid.: 9).  



IDEOLOGY AND POLITICS JOURNAL 
© 2023   Foundation for Good Politics   ISSN 2227-6068 

_______________________________________________________________________ 
№ 2(24), 2023                                                                                                                                                                                       

111 

The reasoning behind this is that “variance constitutes an organic part of any orthographic 
codex and is characteristic of every language at various point of its historical 
development” (ibid.: 9).1  

In summary, the committee’s main goals were to find a balance between  
the established and new developments in the contemporary language while also 
preserving, and in certain cases resurrecting, some traditional characteristics of Ukrainian 
(ibid.: 10). In other words, the new orthography represents a compromise between  
a re-establishment of historical authentication2 (de-Russification practices within  
the Ukrainian language) and a reflection on the current trends in the Ukrainian language. 
Table 2 presents some main changes introduced in the 2019 Orthography, with the fifth 
column focusing on elements highly discussed in social media, corroborated  
by the analysis of the corpus under discussion. 

Table 2.1. New 2019 Orthography: Major changes3 

Feature/ 

Change 

1928 1933-
à1990sà2000s 

2019 Emblematic and highly 
discussed features of 

the 2019 Orthography 

The use of 
the letter ґ/g 

vs. г/h  
[for the ‘g’ 

sound] 

ґ (*in 
foreign 
words) 

агрус/ahrus  
‘gooseberries’,  
гава/hava ‘crow’ 

aґрус/agrus, ґава/gava ґ/g 

(*somewhat discussed) 

Words with 
the Latin root 
-ject or suffix  
-е/-e vs. -є/-

ie 

 проект/proekt 
‘project’ 

проєкт/proiekt проєкт/proiekt ‘project’ 

 

No hyphen in 
compound 

words 

 поп-музика/ 
pop-muzyka ‘pop 

music’, веб-
сторінка/ 

veb-storinka ‘web 
page’ 

 

 

попмузика, вебсторінка (*not discussed) 

 
1 The Ukrainian approach to allowing variance may also be viewed as a reaction to the imposed language 
standardization under the Soviet government. The Soviet Russian standard language ideology, imposed on 
other languages of the Soviet Union including Ukrainian, emphasized a prescriptive ideal of language not 
based on real practices and regarded any type of variance as highly undesirable (I am grateful to  
the anonymous reviewer for this observation). 
2 For the discussion of the notion of “authentication” vs “authenticity” see Bucholtz (2003), who argues that 
“authenticity presupposes that identity is primordial” with authentication viewing identity “as the outcome 
of constantly negotiated social practices” (408). 
3 For detailed analyses of the orthographic norms implemented in 2019 and their comparisons to other 
versions of orthographies, including the 1928 Orthography, see Moser (n.d.) and Hornjatkevyč (2020; 1980). 
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Adjectival 
surnames 

from Russian 
-ой/-oià-
ий/-yi 

Донской/
Donskoi 

Донськой/ 
Dons’koi 

Донський/Donskyi (*not discussed) 

Changes 
based on 

correspondin
g norms: -н/-
nà-нн/-nn 

 cвященик/ 
sviashchenyk 

‘priest’ 

священник/sviashchennyk 
(similarly to 

письменник/pys’mennyk 
‘writer’) 

(*not discussed) 

Renewed 
capital letters 

 бог/boh ‘God’, 
трійця/triitsia 
‘Holy Trinity’ 

Бог, Трійця (*not discussed) 

From capital 
letters to 

small letters 

 Президент/ 
Presydent 
‘president’ 

президент  
(unless president of a 

country or state) 

(*not discussed) 

Expanding 
feminitives 

for 
professions 

 директор/ 
dyrektor ‘director’, 
президент/ 
prezydent 
‘president’ 

директорка/ dyrektorka 
‘directorFeminine form [Fem]’, 

президентка/ 
prezydentka ‘presidentFem’ 

 

директорка, 

президентка 
and also: 

міністерка/ministerka 
‘ministerFem’ 

філологиня/filolohynia 
‘filologistFem’ 

 

Table 2.2. New 2019 Orthography: Major changes allowing variants 

Feature 1928 1933-
à1990sà2000s 

2019 Emblematic and 
highly discussed 

features of the 2019 
Orthography 

The sound 
‘g’ in 

surnames or 
place 

names: 

г/h vs. ґ/g 

ґ (*discussed for 
foreign words only) 

Гуллівер/Hulliver 
‘Gulliver’ 

 

Гуллівер/Hulliver 

and 
Ґуллівер/Gulliver 

‘Gulliver’ 

 

Ґуллівер, 

Гоґвартс/Hogvarts 
‘Hogwarts’ 

и-/y vs. і-/i 
word 

initially 

Iрод/Irod ‘Herod’ 

 

Iрод 

 

Ірод/Іrod and 
Ирод/Yrod 

 

индик/yndynk 
‘turkey’ (*this form is 
not present in 2019 

Pravopys) 
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Words of 
Greek and 

Latin origin 
with -au- 

ав vs. ау 

авдиторія/avdytoriia 
‘auditorium’ 

павза павзa/pavza 
‘pause’ 

аудиторія/audytoriia, 
пауза/pauza 

аудиторія and 
авдиторія, пауза 

and павза 

авдиторія/avdytoriia 

павзa/pavza 

Words with 
Greek th: 

т vs. ф 

катедра/katedra 
‘department’, 

мітологія/mitolohiia 
‘mythology’, 

етер/eter ‘air’ 

кафедра/kafedra, 
міфологія/mifolohiia, 

ефір/efir 

кафедра and 
катедра,  

міфологія and 
мітологія,  

ефір and етер 

катедра/katedra, 

мітологія/mitolohiia, 

етер/eter 

The 
genitive 
case of 

nouns of 
third and 

fourth 
declensions: 

-и vs. -і 

радости/radosty 
‘joyGenitive[Gen]’, 

смерти/smerty 
‘deathGenitive[Gen]’ 

радості/radosti, 

смерті/smerti 

імени/imeny (1933) 
àімені/imeni (1945) 

радості and 
радости, 

смерті and 
смерти 

імені/imeni and 
ім’я/imia 

радости/radosty 

 

3. Theory and Methodology  

3.1. Theoretical framework 

Because this study focuses on people’s reactions, that is, their attitudes and beliefs 
towards a particular language reform, in this case an implementation of  
a new orthography, it is logical to rely on the concept of language ideologies, a concept 
very much favored by sociolinguists and linguistic anthropologists. The texts analyzed 
below, which I view as “ideological sites” (Silverstein 1979), represent social reactions  
to the new orthographic norms: acceptances or endorsements, protests or contestations. 
These reactions form language ideological debates (Blommaert 1999, cited in Ahmad 
2012: 103), in which “the structure and use of language constitute the central axis of 
discussion and dispute” (Ahmad 2012: 103). Relying on Silverstein’s understanding of 
language ideologies as “sets of beliefs about language articulated by users as  
a rationalization or justification of perceived language structures and use” (Silverstein 
1979: 193), the goal of this project is to analyze people’s sensitivities towards particular 
language issues. The analysis is carried out through the prism of language ideologies 
because language ideologies are beliefs and ideas that speakers have about their 
language, and these are interconnected with social processes in a particular sociopolitical 
environment (Kroskrity 2000, 2004). In addition, this study links the discussion of different 
language ideological positionings with concepts developed by Sebba (2009, 2015): 
attribution, iconization [iconisation], and branding. Sebba, who has studied many cases of 
orthographies, sees these three processes as relevant and recurring when orthographic 
reforms and transformations are in place. 
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Attribution, being a necessary precondition to iconization, “involves the perceived 
association of elements or practices with a group of people” (Sebba 2015: 209).  
In the present study, this concept is also extended to include the perceived association 
of language structures or practices with a particular language, language variety  
or language standard that people use, maintaining the view of orthography as social 
practice. According to Sebba, attribution is a process “whereby one group of people, A, 
make an association between a linguistic feature or language-related practice, X, and  
a group of people, B, who (supposedly) use that feature or engage in that practice.  
Use of the feature or practice in question can then be said to be attributed to the supposed 
user group B by the group A” (Sebba 2015: 209). In other words, attribution is “a process 
in which a particular linguistic [structure, sign, and] practice is constructed  
as characteristic of a (perceived) group” (Sebba 2015: 214) or a particular language, 
language variety or language standard. 

Iconization, a concept originally introduced by Irvine and Gal (2000), follows  
an association of signs or language practices with a specific group of people, or  
a particular language, language variety or standard that people use. It involves  
“a transformation of the sign relationship between linguistic features (or varieties) and 
the social image with which they are linked” (Irvine & Gal 2000, cited in Sebba 2015: 
212). After such a transformation takes place, “linguistic features that index social groups 
or activities appear to be iconic representations of them [not just a normal part of  
the linguistic practices of the group], as if a linguistic feature somehow depicted  
or displayed a social group’s inherent nature or essence” (Sebba 2015: 212, citing Irvine 
& Gal 2000: 37).  

Branding “highlights the strategic promotion of the branded product or concept, 
its distinctiveness or ‘unique selling point’ …[and] may include visual images (in 
particular, logos) but refers more broadly to a process of identity creation by verbal and/or 
visual discursive means” (Sebba 2015: 213). I extend this definition of branding to 
encompass not only products or concepts, which, in this study, relate to language forms 
and practices, but also ideas and values around these forms and practices, which signal 
certain positioning geared towards making a particular impression on others. 

With respect to orthographies, Sebba also notes that branding includes processes 
in which orthographic elements such as graphemes turn out to be emblematic of  
a particular community who use these elements in their language practices (Sebba 2015: 
213). In addition, “[b]randing necessarily involves selection of a salient element from  
the relatively large repertoire of visual signs which are used in a script or orthography; 
this element then comes to be emblematic of the group who use it” (ibid.). Moreover, 
these salient elements, while being attributed to a particular group, prior to becoming 
emblematic may also be viewed as non-attributed to another group, thus differentiating 
the new brand from something else:  

The identity-marking potential of branding is increased when two alternative 
features, with similar functions, come to brand different groups. (Sebba 2015: 216) 

These three concepts are pertinent to the orthographic debate in Ukraine and  
will be brought into the discussion below where relevant. 
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3.2. Data collection and procedures  

Social media texts devoted to debates surrounding the implementation of  
the 2019 Ukrainian orthography constitute the core of this study’s database. My initial 
observation revealed that discussions about the new Orthography were taking place on 
a variety of social media platforms, particularly on Facebook, Instagram, and TikTok, 
prompting my focus on these three platforms for the data collection. This selection 
allowed also for studying texts produced by different age groups or generations of users, 
with Facebook being favored by the oldest age-group participants while TikTok being 
represented by the youngest users.1 In addition, a pilot search determined two peak time 
periods of the debates: i) May 2019 to early 2020, the time period surrounding  
the legislation of the 2019 Orthography; and ii) January 28, 2021, the proposed 
cancellation of the 2019 Orthography initiated by a 12-year old from Kherson, to March 
2021, the toning down of the renewed discussions. 

In Facebook, a key word search included the following: pravopys ‘orthography’; 
Pravopys 2019 ‘orthography 2019’; Ukrains’kyi pravopys ‘Ukrainian orthography’;  
and Novyi ukrains’kyi pravopys ‘New Ukrainian orthography.’ This search allowed me  
to delineate the following communities as devoted specifically to orthographic 
discussions: Pravopys 2018 ‘Orthography 2018’ (created on November 7, 2017);2 
Kliasychnyi pravopys ‘Classic Orthography’ (created in 2012 and re-launched in 2019); 
Proty pravopysu 2019 ‘Against Orthography 2019’ (created November 15, 20193);4  
and Istoriia ukrains’koho pravopysu ‘History of the Ukrainian orthography’. This last is not 
considered in the analysis because during the data collection period, this community  
did not have any posts about the 2019 Orthography. The first two groups were created 
prior to the legislation of the 2019 Orthography and display discussions since  
May 22, 2019. The data set from these two sites include the five-month time period of 
May 22, 2019—October 30, 2019. The ‘Against Orthography 2019’ was created later;  
 
 
 

 
1 Statistics for January 2021 (midpoint of data collection for the present study) on social media use in 
Ukraine is available for Facebook and Instagram. With respect to age groups, the following is noted:  
(i) Facebook, with 21 920 000 users in total, displays: 13-24 age groupà24.5%; 25-34 age groupà26.5%; 
and 35-65 age groupà49%; and (ii) Instagram, with 13 690 000 users in total, displays:  
13-24 age groupà34.7%; 25-34 age groupà30.7%; and 35-65 age groupà34.6% 
(https://napoleoncat.com/stats/social-media-users-in-ukraine/2021/01/). 
The most comparable data for TikTok use in Ukraine could be found for August 2022 (1 654 148 users), with 
the following numbers: 18-24 age groupà60.1%; 25-34 age groupà25.9%; and 35-55+ age groupà13.9% 
(https://www.start.io/audience/TikTok-users-in-ukraine). 
2 The ‘Orthography 2018’ community was established before the 2019 Orthography was legislated. 
Discussions about the proposed orthographic changes began prior to its legislation. 
3 On March 10, 2022, the administrator temporarily stopped posting on this site, most likely due to Russia’s 
war against Ukraine, which had begun the previous month. 
4 The ‘Classic Orthography’ site has another address: https://www.facebook.com/groups/pravopys. It 
appears that the sites were combined in a re-launched version in 2019. Administrators’ note: “Created anew 
and re-launched, we return to our initial topics—problems of the Ukrainian orthography, including the new 
one.” https://www.facebook.com/pravopys. Accessed July 28, 2022. 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/177824792769309
https://www.facebook.com/pravopys
https://www.facebook.com/groups/576833563063836
https://www.facebook.com/groups/375320239720280
https://napoleoncat.com/stats/social-media-users-in-ukraine/2021/01/
mailto:https://www.start.io/audience/tiktok-users-in-ukraine
https://www.facebook.com/groups/pravopys
https://www.facebook.com/pravopys
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thus, in order to collect a comparable five-month set, an alternative timeline of November 
2019 to April 2020 was determined. The second set of data from all three sites are from 
January 28, 2021 until March 28, 2021. For both Instagram and TikTok, data collection  
was limited to the same two primary time periods. 

The data from Instagram were based on a key word search with the hashtags 
#pravopys ‘orthography’; #Pravopys2019 ‘orthography2019’; #Ukrains’kyipravopys 
‘Ukrainianorthography’; and #Noryiukrains’kyipravopys ‘NewUkrainianorthography’. 

Data from TikTok were most visible during the second timeline, the proposed 
cancellation of the 2019 Orthography, with young people reacting to and defending  
the new norms. Initial hashtags were #pravopys ‘orthography’, #novyipravopys 
‘neworthography’, #pravopys2019 ‘orthography2019’, plus additional hashtags which 
emerged as relevant: #proiekt ‘project’ and #han’baOASK 
‘shameonRegionalAppealCourtofKyiv’. Please note that TikTok texts constitute short 
videos, on average 44 seconds long, which were studied based on the verbal content  
of the posts, including relevant comments. 

These searches generated a corpus from all three social media communities,  
which was narrowed down using the following criteria: the topic of the post and 
comments relating primarily to orthographic discussion and/or debate; discussions that 
did not originate from a specific institution, establishment or political entity; posts that 
were not produced or managed by scholars or educators; and posts created within  
the specific time period. Posts and comments in both Ukrainian (predominant majority) 
and Russian (very few) languages were considered. Table 3 presents an overview of  
the entire corpus.  

Table 3. Data set 

Social media platform Time period  
i) May 22, 2019-
October 22, 2019 

(*except FB:AO2019: 
November 15, 2019-

April 15, 2020) 

Time period  
ii) January 28, 2021-

March 28, 2021 

Posts and comments 
total 

Facebook: Pravopys 
2018 ‘Orthography 
2018’ [FB:O2018] 

Posts: 19 

Comments: 660 

Posts: 30 

Comments: 505 

Posts: 49 

Comments: 1,165 

Facebook: Kliasychnyi 
pravopys ‘Classic 

Orthography’ [FB:CO] 

Posts: 2 

Comments: 22 

Posts: 4 

Comments: 113 

Posts: 6 

Comments: 135 

Facebook: Proty 
pravopysu 2019 

‘Against Orthography 
2019 [FB:AO2019] 

 

Posts: 65 

Comments: 925 

Posts: 54 

Comments: 401 

Posts: 119 

Comments: 1,326 
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Instagram [INS] Posts: 22 

Comments: 228 

Posts: 7 

Comments: 105 

Posts: 29 

Comments: 333 

TikTok [TikTok] Posts: 1 

Comments: 106 

Posts: 24 

Comments: 1,075 

Posts: 25 

Comments: 1,181 

The texts were studied and classified based on their most visible themes/positions, 
with respect to theme saliency, identifying key arguments of texts. This approach allowed 
establishing a number of themes (i.e. language and nation, language and Ukrainian 
identity, distancing of Ukrainian and Russian, cleansing of Ukrainian from Russian 
influences, uniqueness of Ukrainian, and timeliness of the new Orthography, as well  
as indifference towards the Orthography and criticism towards the proposed changes, 
among other themes). These specific themes were then grouped into  
two broader categories of pro and against the new Orthography, representing language 
ideological positions with respect to orthography and the Ukrainian language in general 
(see analysis below). 

The goal of this project is not to present statistical significance of certain positions 
and attitudes towards the 2019 Ukrainian Orthography. Rather, the analysis seeks  
to provide a close reading of the texts under discussion, pointing out the evident 
positions, attitudes, and interests of particular communities as representing  
these communities’ language ideological stances, which are visible in the context  
of orthographic debates. 

 

4. Results 

The analysis of main arguments and themes allows us to establish two distinct positions 
underpinned by multiple language ideologies surrounding the debates about the 2019 
Ukrainian Orthography: the position of pro-change, liberation and progress and  
the position of safeguarding the status quo. These two main ideological positions,  
pro and contra arguments regarding the implementation of the new Orthography,  
are in no way surprising and are common in most cases of orthographic reforms.  
With respect to the Ukrainian orthography studied here, each of these positions is built 
on a number of language ideologies, some of which are peculiar to the Ukrainian context. 

4.1. The position of pro-change, liberation and progress  

           The analysis reveals that texts classified under the position of pro-change, 
liberation and progress demonstrate a number of key language ideologies. First and 
foremost, in the orthographic debates, the language ideology of an inherent role of  
the Ukrainian language in nation- and state-building of independent Ukraine is present. 
This ideology, also encompassing an idea of the importance of language to the stability 
and vitality of the Ukrainian national identity, is visible. The following representative 
examples are cases in point:1  

 
1 Examples are translated to resemble the original text as much as possible.  
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1. [in response to the contra Orthography arguments] Why are you against  
the orthographic changes? Are you against interests of the Ukrainian nation? Why 
are you against the evolution of Ukrainian?  

I’d like to repeat for those who are conservatives: conservatism is bad for building 
of our Ukrainian national state! [FB:AP2019] 

2. … To the new Ukrainian spirit, the ORTHOGRAPHY,1 we need to say ‘YES’, 
because if we say to the ORTHOGRAPHY ‘NO’, we will destroy our true essence 
and will once again resemble others. [FB:AP2019] 

3. The language is not a toy for you to like or dislike. It is our history, history of 
language creation, our genetic and mental code. We will not be a deserving nation 
until we defend and love our own. [INS] 

All three posts demonstrate the connection between language and nation, 
language and state, language and the Ukrainian “self,” and language and the Ukrainian 
identity. The messages also caution Ukrainians not to retreat into resembling others and 
not to return to the dominance of the Soviet past with influences of the Russian language 
(2). Instead, Ukrainians should defend and love their own identity, their Ukrainianness (3). 

The ideology of Ukrainian as a national and state language of Ukraine  
is strengthened by the thesis that the new Orthography, by reinstating some elements 
from the 1928 Orthography, is a marker of pre-Russified Ukrainian. Therefore, in view of 
those who support the 2019 Orthography, the new norms promote de-Russification of 
Ukrainian, liberate the language from Russian influences, thereby distancing Ukrainian 
from Russian and detaching Ukrainian from the Soviet past:  

4. We need to cleanse the Ukrainian language from the russianism!2 All the words 
that have Russian provenance are to be expelled. We need to return our 
[Ukrainian] words that have been repressed. [FB:O2018] 

5. We need to erase the russianisms such as ефір/efir ‘air’, проект/proekt ‘project,’ 
аудиторія/auditoria ‘auditorium’ … from our orthography. Everything that brings 
us closer to Russian needs to be erased! To cleanse our language! We need  
a correct orthography… [FB:AO2019] 

6. We ought to save our language from russianisms. We need to renew words that 
begin with the letter И/Y. [FB:CO] 

In posts (4)-(6), the distancing of Ukrainian from Russian is transmitted via the idea 
of cleansing the Ukrainian language from Russian influences and erasing any traces of 
Russianisms, thereby liberating and saving the language. The return of repressed but 
symbolic elements, such as words that begin with и/y (6), as in Ирод/Yrod ‘Herod’ 
(previously with і/і: Iрод/Irod), and words such as етер/eter ‘air,’ проєкт/proiekt ‘project,’ 
or авдиторія/avdytoria ‘auditorium,’ instead of those with the Russian spelling mentioned 
in (5), signals the process of attributing these elements to the ‘true,’ pre-Russified 
Ukrainian self. By non-attributing these features to the Russian language, participants 
present them as iconic cases of the de-Russification of Ukrainian. 

 
1 Capitalization is preserved as in original texts. 
2 Lowercase is preserved as in original texts. 
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Several posts discuss the authenticity of the newly introduced orthographic rules. 
Many posts stress the distance and differences between the Ukrainian and Russian 
languages: 

7. The 2019 Orthography is authentic and Ukrainian. I love it for its павзи/pavzy, 
лицарі чести/lytsari chesty and філологині/filolohyniFem. [INS] 

8. Ukrainian and Russian have very little in common…Indeed, great forms all of 
these Етери/Etery, Индики/Yndyky and Міти/Mity. Now the Russians will not 
understand us for sure J [INS] 

Both (7) and (8) underscore the uniqueness of the re-introduced forms, which 
participants view as truly Ukrainian because they are absent in the Russian language. 
These examples reinforce the processes of differentiation of Ukrainian from Russian and 
of iconization of these “true” emblematic Ukrainian elements that augment the distance 
between the two languages. 

The new orthographic changes are discussed as contributing to the preservation 
of the long history and rich traditions of the Ukrainian language, “which should not  
be abandoned, but nourished and advocated for” [FB:O2018]. This is seen in the following 
two posts: 

9. Our new Orthography returns us to our everlasting Ukrainian language. 
[FB:AO2019] 

10. Skrypnykivka [the 1928 Orthography] is really special, feels dear and magical 
because it is ours, it carries and cherishes our history. [INS] 

In these posts, advocacy for the 1928 orthographic forms to be returned and 
accepted as ‘special,’ ‘dear,’ and ‘magical’ because these are seen as truly Ukrainian and 
not at all archaic, is visible. These forms, which Hornjatkevyč (2020) calls ‘old—new again,’ 
are accepted and promoted by some participants in the studied communities. Such forms, 
being associated with the “everlasting Ukrainian language” (attribution), contribute also 
to the process of iconization of the truly Ukrainian elements of the language that have  
a long history and established traditions. However, it should be noted that many on 
Facebook and a handful of participants on Instagram are against these forms, which  
is discussed below. 

Texts that argue for Ukrainian as lively, vibrant, dynamic and progressive are of 
especial interest. Indeed, a language ideology of vitality and progress of Ukrainian  
is present in all three social media spaces, but particularly prominently on Instagram and 
TikTok. The most noticeable stance found on Instagram could be summarized by  
the following quotation of one of the participants:  

The New Orthography is not as monstrous as depicted by some. 

In fact, this space demonstrates that the new Orthography signals language advancement, 
is a “recipe for youth and vitality” [INS], and is a fact of life, because the Ukrainian 
language is dynamic and needs to move forward, thereby demonstrating the language 
ideology of vitality and progress. TikTok posters also advocate for a new Ukrainian  
as lively and progressive. For them, “knowing Ukrainian, and knowing the correct 
Ukrainian (that is, following the new orthographic norms) is cool and fashionable!”.  
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This language ideology is reinforced by slogans such as “Let’s make our language more 
elegant” [TikTok]. 

Both Instagram and TikTok figure as consultation spaces, in which users share their 
knowledge on how best to use the new forms, what is correct, and which practices reflect 
the new orthographic norms. These educational practices reflect participants’ promotion 
of, advocacy for, and ultimately acceptance of the new norms. 

Continuing with the language ideology of language vitality and progress,  
in all three social media spaces, feminitives stand out. These highly debated forms, which 
deserve a separate investigation, are feminine forms of words used for traditionally male 
professions or names of professions for which only masculine forms existed until recently 
(e.g., chairman and chairwoman). The new Orthography includes these lexical forms, 
accompanied by morphological rules on how to form them (please note that feminitives 
are not commonly included in Orthographies nor discussed in studies of orthographies). 

On Facebook, feminitives are not accepted by all. Those very few who do accept 
these forms see Ukrainian as lively and not static, and as a language that needs to reflect 
new social processes and transformations:  

11. A living language, such as ours, needs to move forward… feminitives definitely 
need to be a part of the new orthography. [FB:O2018] 

Some Facebook participants see feminitives as necessary (11), but those who are 
still hesitant see them as “acceptable-to-be” because social realities change, “whether we 
like it or not” [FB:O2018]. Therefore, on Facebook, some examples point to a process of 
attribution of the new orthographic norms to users of the new Ukrainian that accept  
the new social reality into their language. 

On Instagram and TikTok, feminitives are much more widely accepted and 
advocated for, notwithstanding some resistance (see below): 

12. Feminitives are markers of the Ukrainian language! This allows us to establish 
borders with Russian, in which feminitives are practically absent. [INS] 

13.[female participant1] Women more and more become a part of the public space, 
that is the society; therefore, feminitives constitute the norm. Why would I  
be called an artistMasculine and not an artistFeminine? [INS] 

14. We should be proud that Ukrainian changes according to its history and 
embraced changes in the society. [TikTok]  

15. I am for the introduction of feminitives. Such changes are cool. [These forms] 
sound in a new way, contemporary. [TikTok] 

In these posts we see an endorsement of new feminine forms as characteristic of 
the Ukrainian language, including its distinctness from Russian, as discussed above (12), 
as reflecting changes to professional gender roles (13) and (14) and the newness, 
coolness, and timeliness of these changes (15). Such reactions on Instagram and TikTok 
to many feminitives, and their enthusiastic acceptance and promotion of these forms  

 
1 In this study, the gender of participants was not taken as a variable; this may prove deserving of further 
investigation. 



IDEOLOGY AND POLITICS JOURNAL 
© 2023   Foundation for Good Politics   ISSN 2227-6068 

_______________________________________________________________________ 
№ 2(24), 2023                                                                                                                                                                                       

121 

on their respective platforms, may be viewed as a process of attribution of these features 
to speakers of the Ukrainian language who are progressive and cool, and of their non-
attribution to speakers of Russian. Additionally, processes displayed in posts (12)-(15)  
may be viewed as branding, in Sebba’s terms (2015). In other words, youth has picked up 
on feminitives as elements that distinguish and differentiate Ukrainian and make  
it modern and cool. Thus, young people brand their language and advocate for  
a progressive Ukrainian. 

4.2. The position of safeguarding the status quo 

Two major stances emerge contributing to the position of safeguarding the status 
quo: indifference or criticism towards language change in general and opposition to  
the new orthographic norms in particular on the grounds that they are “foreign,” 
“artificial,” or “archaic.” Crucially, these two stances are found predominantly on Facebook, 
with Instagram and TikTok featuring only minor contributions.  

On Facebook, in all three communities studied, the common themes with respect 
to indifference and criticism are based on the ideology that languages should not change; 
for example, “Why do we need changes?”; “We are fine without the new rules”; and  
“There are many other issues that matter more than language”. Commonly,  
the government is criticized for “allocating resources for unnecessary matters” rather than 
focusing on “people’s wellbeing.” 

The stance of opposition to the new orthographic norms surfaces in  
the expressions on awkwardness, absurdity and unacceptance of the “new-old” forms. 
These arguments are particularly made against many older Ukrainian forms that go back 
to the 1928 Orthography, as in the following meme:  

16.  

 

индик/yndyk ‘turkey’…  
 етер/eter ‘air’…  
 авдиторія/avdytoria 

‘auditorium’  
 [from Typove Rivne, 

share on FB:AO2019] 

 

 

 

The image in (16) lists the “new-old” forms, most of which are presented in Tables 
2.1. and 2.2. (see the fifth column). These forms are disliked, as Robert DeNiro’s facial 
expression in the image indicates, and are heavily criticized by those who believe that 
contemporary Ukrainian should not bounce back in time. These emblematic and widely-
debated forms are clear examples of attribution to the “old” Ukrainian. This process  
is particularly present in the community of Facebook in the posts of those who are against 
the new Orthography. Language elements which they use as symbols for their arguments, 

https://www.facebook.com/tipoverivne/photos/bc.AbqCgarkE3HkPPDgdfTU3iUa1V2xfV-SDTj6yDTaSo1PoW-MXPxhLz8XRQ21DNODgc8NwKva5-6GY_JKtEwpDdB1qkI7vZiOJty1Vv-WyXmlaFI_7F4Pcj0vZxC3Idks-ovNuBJCx5vhIB-TywpxKiak2IjLWiyJEAHy1YiWF4sLQ7H2StPJK2Zpvlv12qt4a4M/2795380503812666/?opaqueCursor=AbpPwZsCEyVUI5259_1ME91fYVDPaECbqidv5mjcMUE-h1IVL8GCD5cEh0oLsscauSPVR6WiC1l1E2DWELEz79tfwcDXghJnSdZLGY1HG_23P8d44kyJsxTNqsdLBBrZiglcuTMSTjMq8fQtiHlXSqfnfV2RNL4KZfmWeXygjik6jk_IeEWrzsUuQ-xuxmyLzkE1tQ4N0N4_AKCS4u-pyHgV2Y-kYPkysmFdJ-ispCBjBZr0YGA4NrJHXMmsNC-6amur0ox0mmrLaF1uJKngsD2ntYRm0_bdR-xVHqNvFYtimIUrk9MuQQmf08KdvwpRJuIwpXC5_sGZNtrDjR_vmF_e7ZhNe594R5KzeQ6UpFKsftWTdhYAKFHwRMv9kWX41E8-pTcd4-qu_ARegsVsiWp6hUn6k-ywbIY8VXlbvT3n5cCE2Z6Ng56EmbaLIJnD8LVVEZidpG4Afiz6gJMpZ_hsFD8Z2o2xciOWRQl9EXXxcLK0xAoc0c2GpRhNfPVLNvsU92qxTnMRlbQZ3AdaEwU0M7awtWeZrPbVuEO7buG_VnJXIj3Mn8zsxL5_W0T-z0xgQ4lbeC-hYjdpcL_tBCLj


IDEOLOGY AND POLITICS JOURNAL 
© 2023   Foundation for Good Politics   ISSN 2227-6068 

_______________________________________________________________________ 
№ 2(24), 2023                                                                                                                                                                                       

122 

such as индик/yndyk ‘turkey,’ етер/eter ‘air,’ and авдиторія/avdytoria ‘auditorium,’  
are associated with not-own, foreign, and often the Ukrainian diaspora group, which  
is “frozen in time” [FB:AO2019]. Moreover, the debate around these forms exemplifies  
the process of iconization with these language elements as marking old and archaic 
Ukrainian or diaspora Ukrainian. 

The opposition views also stress that the new 2019 Orthography, “by returning  
to the past, cripples the language of contemporary Ukrainians” [FB:AO2019], destroys  
the contemporary language, and halts the development of Ukrainian. In these arguments, 
the new Orthography prompts the Ukrainian language to depart from the “self” and 
abandon its true nature, even becoming a “foreign tongue” for many Ukrainians:  

17. Soon we will learn Ukrainian as a foreign language, with a dictionary, because 
hearing “Ateny” ‘Athens’ one would not get it right the way that it is Afiny ‘Athens’. 
These, of course, are my emotions and I am not sure how can I influence the 
situation. But, I, my children, and my grandchildren will speak the LANGUAGE, and 
not the artificially created codes. [FB:AO2019] 

Example 17 demonstrates the opposition to the new norms and even a protest 
again using the “old-new” forms, albeit in their status as variants (see Table 2.2.). These 
reintroduced elements are viewed as artificial and foreign to the Ukrainian language, 
reinforced by the capitalization of “language” (17). 

A protest is also seen in texts that relate to language practices of formerly Russian-
speaking Ukrainians. Following the series of political events that have transpired since 
the early 2000s, those who switched from speaking Russian to speaking Ukrainian declare 
that because of the new Ukrainian Orthography, they will go back to their previous 
language practices: 

18. Out of all of my friends I am the only one who reads the new Orthography. 
Everyone else said that they will not learn the new rules and will go back  
to speaking Russian or Surzhyk (=mixture of Ukrainian and Russian)… Our 
language is being turned into something incomprehensible and foreign. 
[FB:AO2019]  

19. (in Russian) And do not criticize me that I write this post in Russian. Now,  
I do not know how to write in the new Ukrainian. I will not destroy my ability and 
knowledge of my beautiful and melodic Ukrainian while discussing the new 
strange words. [FB:AO2019] 

In post (18) and similar examples of oppositional discourse, participants attribute 
the new norms to unnatural and foreign processes, and these may be seen as signs of 
language protest. Example (19) is a clear example of a participant switching to using  
the Russian language because, due to the new Orthography, “they do not know how  
to write in Ukrainian” and they do not want to damage their “beautiful and melodic 
Ukrainian” language. 

In the opposition discourses, feminitives also play an interesting part in the debate. 
In the Facebook communities studied here, these forms are often ridiculed and presented 
as “absurd,” “nonsense,” “insane,” “painful,” and a “joke” by those who oppose  
the new orthography. The opponents, noting that feminitives “destroy the language,” 
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attribute these “unnatural for the Ukrainian language” elements to some strange external 
and imposing powers and “uneducated language specialists”: 

20. Those who introduced the new feminitives should be ashamed of themselves. 
They do not have any sense for the native language, or this [Ukrainian] language 
is not their native. [FB:AO2019] 

21. The majority of these “language specialists” [that introduced feminitives] most 
likely, crawled out of the forest and have never heard about education in schools… 
they are language idiots that imitate their wild activities with their crazy new 
forms. [FB:AO2019] 

In posts (20) and (21), participants project negativity towards the Orthographic 
committee, criticizing their knowledge of the “true” and “native” Ukrainian and their 
educational training. In some posts about feminitives, one can even trace a thread of 
conspiracy-theory thinking, with accusations that Western organizations paid activists 
and professional linguists to include feminitives in the new Orthography, and that this 
constituted an experiment on the Ukrainian society, mirroring changes taking place in 
Western societies [FB:AO2019]. These examples could be viewed as examples of 
attributing the proposed orthographic innovations to non-Ukrainians and foreigners or 
uneducated Ukrainian “language specialists.” 

On Instagram and TikTok, there are very few posts that criticize feminitives. In those 
that do, feminitives are presented as disrespectful and unnecessary. However, in these 
spaces, the participants, acknowledging their initial opposition to feminitives, now see 
them as necessary, and this theme stands out: 

22. I do not understand why people dislike feminitives? At first, I also did not like 
them, but in the language, they sound beautiful. [TikTok] 

23. Well, if you do not like the feminitives now, later you will adapt. [TikTok] 

This transformative position of young people is seen particularly on TikTok, where, 
in the course of discussions about the new Orthography, some youth who initially 
opposed the new rules have learned to embrace these innovations and declare, “The new 
Orthography is to be!” and “The old Orthography is to be forgotten!” [TikTok]: 

24. Initially I really hated the N.O. (new Orthography). Then, I decided to look at it 
a bit closer, I read explanations to each of the new rules. And, now I consider the 
new Orthography the most logical. [TikTok] 

25. …At first I did not accept the new O., but later I got used to it, and also 
understood that it is necessary. [TikTok] 

26. When I was still a Russian-speaker, I criticized the new Orthography then,  
but now I am in awe. My favourites are: проєкт(/proiekt ‘project), етер(/eter ‘air’), 
мітологія(/mitolohiia ‘mythology’), Гоґвартс(/Hogvarts ‘Hogwarts’). [TikTok] 

In the above three posts, the openness of youth to change and their acceptance of 
the new Orthography are pronounced. In fact, young people demonstrate the compromise 
with and adoption of forms that they did not perceive earlier as suitable for the language 
in their practices, now viewing these new forms as logical (24). Even for those  
who switched from being Russian-speakers to Ukrainian-speakers, the emblematic  
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new forms became their favorites in their Ukrainian language (26). All of these examples 
from TikTok show how youth select salient elements from the language and use these 
elements as emblematic of their Ukrainianness, signalling a branding of the language 
that is carried out by young people.1 

4.3. Summary of the analysis 

All three social media spaces studied here present evidence of pro and contra 
arguments regarding the implementation of the new Orthography, allowing us to group 
these into the language ideological position of pro-change, liberation and progress and 
the language ideological position of safeguarding the status quo. As the analysis above 
shows, the three different social media spaces offer distinct results. Notably,  
these differences align with generational or age-group differences, with Facebook being 
preferred by older generations, and younger age-groups favouring Instagram and TikTok. 
The age factor was not a focus when the study was initially devised but has proved 
significant over the course of the analysis.  

The Facebook communities present the most conflicting discourses with respect to 
the new 2019 Orthography, with opinions very heated, at times aggressive, and very much 
split between the two established ideological orientations. Texts here exemplify various 
attributions of the new norms and orthographic practices with either selves  
(pro arguments) or other communities (contra arguments). The distinct discourses 
attribute, or even iconize, certain elements of the Ukrainian language with certain 
communities. The most visible are the symbolic elements, as in индик/yndyk ‘turkey,’ 
етер/eter ‘air,’ and авдиторія/avdytoria ‘auditorium,’ which are being attributed to or 
iconized as characteristic elements of archaic, distant Ukrainian or the language of  
the Ukrainian diaspora by those who oppose the 2019 Orthography. Those who support 
the 2019 Orthography are tolerant towards the new emblematic forms introduced,  
but mostly via non-attribution arguments foregrounding the differentiation of Ukrainian 
from Russian. 

The process of iconization is somewhat visible on Instagram as well. However, 
importantly, the study of the younger generations on Instagram, but even more so on 
TikTok, reveals the prominence of what Sebba (2015) calls branding. Demonstrating 
acceptance of the 2019 Orthography, youth, through quick attribution of emblematic 
elements to the “Ukrainian of today,” that is, to the language of young, educated, and cool 
Ukrainians, strategically promotes and popularizes the new Ukrainian norms,  
their distinctiveness and uniqueness, thus creating its new brand. 

This new brand of the Ukrainian language continues to create discomfort, 
particularly for the older generations and groups such as those on Facebook,  
which continue their discussions within the processes of attribution and iconization.  
 

 
1 Similar tendencies among language practices and attitudes of Belarusian youth have been noted by 
Woolhiser (2013). Namely, active young users of Belarusian, including formerly Russophone “new speakers” 
of Belarusian, in the beginning of the 21st century, turn to older pre-1933 Belarusian standard forms. They 
view these forms as less Russified, thus more authentic, indexing their Belarusian identity.  
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Moreover, the process that is being created by youth may be viewed as a re-branding of 
Ukrainian. Earlier or before the 2019 Orthography, the forms such as индик/yndyk ‘turkey,’ 
етер/eter ‘air,’ or авдиторія/avdytoria ‘auditorium’ were attributed to and iconized as  
the language of old Ukraine or the language of the distant Ukrainian diaspora. As the data 
in this study show, some youth initially opposed these forms, but many of them now 
recognize that change is taking place and “The new Orthography is to be!” The previously 
symbolic, but now real, language elements and practices contribute to creating  
a new brand of Ukrainian, which is lively, fashionable, timely, and progressive. 

 

5. Conclusions 

This study presented a number of competing and conflicting debates on social media 
surrounding the legislation and implementation of the new 2019 Ukrainian Orthography. 
The texts were approached as sites of ideological debates that are constructed within  
a specific sociopolitical context, representing a multiplicity of stances towards  
the new orthographic rules. The analysis presented yet another proof that language 
debates are not only debates about language (Woolard and Schieffelin 1994, 
Nedashkivska 2020, 2021). On the basic level, discourses of orthographies are about 
correctness of certain forms or appropriateness of language practices in a particular 
environment or setting. However, at a more profound level, these discourses are about 
people’s positionings in a specific sociocultural or sociopolitical context. This also 
includes positionings of representatives of different generations, which yielded the most 
important findings in this study. Indeed, the analysis displayed very vivid generational 
differences between how the new language legislation, new orthographic norms,  
and practices are being perceived, contested, accepted, or advocated for. The Facebook 
communities continue to argue and oppose. Those who argue for the new Orthography 
try to defend and liberate Ukrainian, stressing its differentiation from Russian and 
therefore showing tolerance towards the new norms. For those opposing the reforms, 
changes are constructed as ruining the “good” current norms of the language and going 
back to unknown and distant past forms. By contrast, the younger generations, with more 
progressive views, are responsive to change. They are ready to leave the past behind,  
and they are enthusiastic to move forward.  

I would like to conclude this study by underscoring remarkable persistence and 
dedication of Ukrainian policy makers and those who invested their time, efforts and 
expertise in the new Orthography, despite the possibility that these orthographic reforms 
might not be readily acceptable by a sizable number of Ukrainians. Indeed,  

Any linguistic policy that would be exclusively based on ‘purely linguistic facts’ 
takes the risk of going the wrong way, because language is not only an instrument 
of communication but also carries symbolic values that condition social, political, 
and economic spheres. (Schieffelin & Doucet 1994: 193) 

Sebba also noted that “successful reforms of orthographies, whether marginal 
modifications or total replacements, are rare. Conservatism is almost always  
the most attractive option for the majority of language users” (Sebba 2009: 155).  
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In the Ukrainian case, the proposed 2019 orthographic changes are, in general, viewed  
by the younger generation as progressive and timely, and thus are accepted, popularized, 
promoted, and advocated for, pointing to the new Orthography’s potential success.  
As for the Facebook generation, one participant wrote:  

Of course, old folks, like me, will need to move around a few rules in our 
heads…But! (we will learn to live with the new Orthography). 
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Abstract. The paper analyses digital folklore and humor as a weapon in Ukraine’s 
defensive war with Russia. The discussion is focused on the specifics, forms, genres, and scope 
of the Ukrainian people’s cyber war against Russia’s propaganda from the perspective of 
ordinary people’s ability to influence an ongoing conflict in real time via virtual conversations. 
Ukrainian digital folklore is viewed as a new phenomenon in the history of war culture and a 
new age of cyber-war culture. The paper relies on works exploring identity issues and change 
in communities affected by war through the prism of popular culture and Ukrainian 
contemporary art (Iryna Shuvalova, Nataliya Yarmolenko, Viktoriya Sukovata, and others). After 
a brief historical review of Russian imperial narratives towards Ukraine that led from a hybrid 
to total war, the article concentrates on the avenues of parodistic translation-deconstruction 
of Russia’s Newspeak by means of puns, meta-derivatives, and neologisms. The perspective 
broadens still further with the study of new proverbs, jokes, aphorisms, and quotes analyzed 
as the public voice of Ukrainians debunking Russian propagandistic discourses on social 
platforms. At that, funny pictures, memes, and cartoons are analyzed separately, through the 
prism of historical reminiscences which they awaken. The strategies of explicating the 
Kremlin’s geopolitical, historical, and cultural ambitions are highlighted. Contextualization of 
favorite poetic quotations and a new angle of poetic mystification are also considered 
separately, from the vantage point of deconstruction of Putin’s neo-imperial myths. The article 
concludes that various deconstructive strategies were spontaneously developed in numerous 
works of verbal and syncretic humor art and poetry posted and disseminated on public 
platforms in connection with the Russian war against Ukraine. 

 

Key words: deconstruction, digital folklore, humor, parody, poetic mystification, 
translation, wartime Newspeak  
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Our values matter most not when it’s easy to embody them, but when it’s 
really hard. We must not become a mirror of the aggressor state.  

Oleksandra Matviichuk, 
From the Nobel Lecture given by Nobel Peace Prize Laureate  

Oslo, December 10, 2022 

 

1. Introduction1 

In this article, I will examine public posts and tweets on various social platforms, created 
in the Ukrainian and Russian languages in the Ukrainian sector of social platforms since 
February 2014 and mostly after February 24, 2022, when Russia’s full-scale invasion into 
Ukraine started. In my analysis, I will hone in on the strategies of deconstructing Russia’s 
Newspeak in Ukrainian humorous translation and digital folklore and ascertain the theory 
of deconstruction as the common theoretical framework for these spontaneous strategies 
as people’s creativity in dismantling Russian (neo)imperial narratives and myths  
in cyberspace.  

To this end, I will look specifically for the (new) forms and genres of digital folklore 
and humor as the propeller of a massive and ramified phenomenon of Ukrainian  
digital folklore under the umbrella of deconstruction theory applied to popular culture 
and adjusted to the circumstances of the newest cyber war culture, which continues  
to rapidly develop in the ongoing Russo-Ukrainian war conflict. I will employ the methods 
of critical and deconstructive discourse analysis (Wodak & Meyer 2012; Derrida 1976; 
1978; 1979; 1981; 1982; McDonald 1995) for the analysis of Russian Newspeak  
and its humorous debunking on social platforms, which are effective in revealing the ways 
in which propagandistic language is constructed, as well as structural-semantic analysis 
and translation analysis; the latter two will both acquire a critical shade in the light  
of deconstructive method in my research. The analysis will result in some observations 
on the kinds and workings of spontaneous deconstructive approaches in the humorous 
genres of Ukrainian digital folklore aiming at dismantling Russian Newspeak and identify 
the most effective deconstructive strategies that can be singled out for different genres 
of cyber folklore, including parodistic translation.   

 

2. Features of Digital Folklore  

Average Ukrainians did not remain passive witnesses to the Russo-Ukrainian war.  
Social platforms offer people the agency to reflect on how they managed life during war. 
Ukrainians act on media platforms as the diarists and chroniclers of their experience  
and events of the war unleashed by the Kremlin. 

 
1 The study is based on the author’s paper presentations at the 2021 and 2022 ASN World Conventions, 
Columbia University, 6 May 2021 and 4 May 2022. 

javascript:void(0);
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As the study of popular and folk art, the paper relies on works exploring identity 
issues and change in the communities affected by war through the prism of popular 
culture. First, these are the recent publications on popular art coming from the occupied 
Ukrainian territories of the self-proclaimed Donetsk People’s Republic (DPR) and Luhansk 
People’s Republic (LPR) and the war in Donbas since 2014, such as the PhD thesis and 
articles by Iryna Shuvalova (2020; 2022), Viktoriya Sukovata (2017), and others. Among 
important works I draw on are the public lectures by Nataliya Yarmolenko, which derive 
from research on a similar project — the study of digital folklore in the case of Ukraine in 
wartime. In her public lectures about the internet folklore of the Russo-Ukrainian war, 
given on May 12, 2022 and June 21, 2022, Yarmolenko highlights the traditional and 
innovative features of Ukrainian digital folklore (Yarmolenko 2022a, 2022b). Specifically, 
Yarmolenko suggests an exhaustive list of the genre composition of digital folklore about 
the ongoing war, namely, ritual folklore (incantations, curses, prayers, lamentations),  
folk epic (author’s tales, legends, folk tales, narratives, anecdotes), small folklore genres 
(praises, greetings, wishes, sayings, proverbs, etc.), children’s folklore (tong twisters, 
rhymes), song folklore, post-folklore (church parish folklore, holy messages, “letters of 
happiness”). At that, she highlights several new genres featuring the generic novelty of 
Ukrainian digital folklore. They are greetings, roll calls, news from the frontline, thank 
you notes to God, the Armed Forces, medics, firefighters, countries, cities, volunteers, etc., 
appeals, warnings, mutual aid announcements, bans, words of advice, warnings, 
quotations, remakes of songs (Yarmolenko 2022b). 

The study presented here concentrates on humorous pieces of verbal and syncretic 
art (re)posted in social networks by private Ukrainian users and on webpages of private 
Ukrainian companies as well as in Ukrainian electronic media. These humorous works 
began to appear in the cyberspace in great measure from the first days of Russian  
full-scale invasion, which happened on February 24, 2022. To a large extent, they have 
been aimed at criticism of Russia’s neo-imperialistic rhetoric and actions. The world press 
almost immediately drew attention to the successful use of humor as a powerful “latest 
weapon” (Matloff 2022) in the Ukrainians’ virtual struggle against Russian aggression.  

Thus, the largest number of works on Ukrainian digital art and social platforms 
which I studied as thematically related to my paper are the popular articles in the Internet 
media devoted to Ukrainian humor as a weapon in the Russo-Ukrainian war (Matloff 2022; 
Maksymiv 2022; Novak 2022; Shaw 2022; Charles 2022; Bishara 2022; Opanasyk 2022, 
etc.). Such publications highlight the importance of “a comic lens” for survival in drastic 
situations, but they are not looking for an answer to the fundamental question of why 
Ukrainian humor has become such an effective brand weapon. Of course, an obvious 
answer to this question may be the creativity of the population, i.e., ordinary Ukrainians 
have the time and ability to invent and repost funny texts that quickly spread on  
the networks. The absolute majority of these are anonymous texts. Syncretic works,  
such as posters, comics, funny pictures, are about the same, although most of them had  
a separate author and/or source of origin in the first publications. Numerous reposts, 
however, quickly anonymize even these artistic genres, if they accurately reflect  
the “need of the day.” 
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The data for this study come from the following social networks: Facebook, Twitter, 
Instagram, LiveJournal, Reddit, Idaprikol, VKontakte, YouTube Channel, Telegram Channel; on 
webpages: Ukrainian Memes Forces, Zанавес, Zbirnyk ukraїnsʹkykh anekdotiv [Collection of 
Ukrainian Jokes], Persha pryvatna memarnya on Twitter [The First Private Museum of 
Memes on Twitter], Mala Storinka, etc.; and in Ukrainian digital media: Komsomolʹsʹka 
Pravda v Ukraїnі (KP in Ukraine), Holos Ukraїny: Hazeta Verkhovnoї Rady Ukraїny [Voice of 
Ukraine: Newspaper of the Verkhovna Rada of Ukraine], Obozrevatel, Typovyĭ Kyiv / 
Tipichnyĭ Kiev [Typical Kyiv], News of Zakarpattia, UkraineWorld, Hlyboka.Info, УНІАН 
[UNIAN], ТСН [TSN], Liha.Novyny, Liga.net, Radio Track: Novyny [News], and some others.  

Broadly understanding digital folklore as multimedia folk art that spreads  
in cyberspace on various social media platforms, one can come across different types  
of digital folklore, such as verbal type (jokes, proverbial saying, etc.), mixed type  
(memes, photo frogs), video and animated texts type (gifs). The discussion in this article 
will focus primarily on the verbal type and extend to the mixed type of digital folklore.  

Although in most of its features, digital folklore functions like traditional folklore 
(it is a syncretic art, with relative constancy and at the same time certain variability  
of the folk text, its anonymity and collectivity), it nevertheless steps forward  
as an innovative form of folklore. Stylistic innovation of digital folklore consists  
in its parodistic and humorous varieties: jokes, anecdotes, satirical rhymes, etc.,  
in addition to such new features as mediality, absence of direct contact between  
the performer and the listener, absence of oral form of communication  
(with the exception of songs), as well as its synchronization with current events and focus 
on the present moment. I also consider a deconstructive translation of Russian 
propaganda Newspeak as a separate branch of parodistic folklore, which, by the way, 
travels mainly in oral form in news media and on video platforms. It will be discussed  
in detail in the third section of this paper. From three hundred units of samples of digital 
folklore that I have collected and researched, I selected three dozen units  
of the most vivid samples of digital folklore and two dozen samples of parodistic 
translation for the demonstration and analysis in this article.  

English-speaking audience remains broadly unfamiliar with Ukrainian digital 
folklore (not to mention other audiences), although small humorous genres and syncretic 
art, such as funny pictures and memes, can be found more and more often in the English-
language digital media, in particular, in such well-known ones as Al Jazeera, Radio Liberty, 
The Washington Post, The New Yorker, The New York Times, etc., and also in smaller press, 
such as Geneva Solutions, Hyperallergic, VOA Learning English, and so on. Therefore,  
my English translations of the Internet samples of Ukrainian folk art, given in the article, 
can be considered an important practical and popularizing task, in addition to the main 
research tasks of this article. 

The primary objectives of this paper are to analyze 1) the present-day ability  
of ordinary people to influence an ongoing conflict in real time via virtual conversations 
aimed at debunking Russian imperial myths and narratives; 2) humor as Ukraine’s digital 
weapon and a tool of deconstructing the Kremlin’s Newspeak on social platforms;  
 

https://www.facebook.com/UNIAN.ua/?__tn__=-UC*F
https://www.liga.net/
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3) the forms and genres of Ukrainian people’s digital folklore in the war with Russian 
propagandistic discourses; and 4) the strategies of dismantling Russia’s Newspeak, 
peculiar to particular genres of digital folklore.   

The article brings into focus a new paradigm in the Ukrainian civilians’ perception 
of the Kremlin’s neo-imperial rhetoric and conquering policy. The paradigm shift became 
particularly broad and conspicuous since the beginning of the full-scale invasion of 
Ukraine. In their defensive war, Ukrainians seem to have overcome their ages-old victim 
complex of Russian colonialism and are attacking the enemy with flurries  
of their natural sparkling humor. Ukrainian digital folklore is ridiculing the Kremlin’s 
imperial Newspeak and its aggressive actions and intentions by means of parodistic 
translation, anecdotes, snarky sayings, witty wellerisms, and other varieties of humor 
genres, which spread in social media networks. Digital folklore unites disparate Ukrainian 
voices in cyber space and forms a single national narrative aimed at resistance  
to Russian invasion and defeating its aggressive policy. Digital platforms reveal  
the peculiar features of Ukrainians’ inborn humor as being uniquely striking,  
bitingly sharp, but also life-affirming, full of positive energy and invincible laughter. 

The focal research question, thus, is to trace the linguo-semiotic resources  
and strategic ways of combating Russian war discourses on virtual fronts so that to win 
in the Russo-Ukraine information cyberwar of civilians. With this purpose in mind,  
first of all, it is crucial to outline and describe the phenomenon of mass Internet activity 
of Ukrainian civilians, refugees, and diasporas all over the globe, synchronized with real 
events, as a people’s war, and consider this phenomenon in the broader conceptual 
framework of war cultures as a new stage in the development of the concept  
of war culture, namely, as a people’s cyber war.   

In what follows, I will analyze the structure of Russian neo-imperial Newspeak  
as an object of deconstruction and reveal the ways in which propagandistic language  
is constructed. Then, I will consider the strategies of deconstructing the Newspeak  
in parodistic translation, with the focus on puns, meta-derivatives, and neologisms.  
I will also examine the most popular units of verbal digital folklore belonging to small 
humorous genres: (reinterpreted) proverbs, (new) jokes, funny aphorisms, and facetious 
quotes, from the vantage point of public dismantling of the myth of Russian greatness.  
In the same section, I will analyze the most popular samples of syncretic genres of digital 
art—comical pictures, memes, and cartoons, which may still partially retain their authorial 
origin, but are rapidly losing it due to mass distribution in social networks—in terms  
of explicating contradictions and reinterpreting Russian historical narratives  
and reminiscences. I will also probe into the phenomenon of poetic mystification  
in cyberspace and recontextualization of popular verses during the ongoing warfare.   

 

3. Deconstruction in Translation and Digital Folklore 

The theoretical research framework of this research is the theory of deconstruction 
worked out by Jacques Derrida (1976; 1978; 1979; 1981; 1982; McDonald 1995).  
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Deconstruction is important for the concept and procedures of parodistic translation as 
well as for the understanding of how the humorous genres of digital folklore are created. 
The theory of deconstruction is based on a rethinking of the traditional hierarchy  
of speech over writing as a practice of signification (in Derrida’s early work  
Of Grammatology, [1967] 1976). Deconstructing closure and grounding, Derrida asserts 
the importance of “absence” in which meaning, closure, and grounding is always and 
forever moving away. For Derrida, the connection between thing and language, or concept 
and sign, is not based on the metaphysical connection between word and object and the 
adequacy of language in providing knowledge about the “thing in itself,” but rather on 
the principles of difference — the insurmountable gap between the word and the thing, 
the signifier and the signified — and the permanent deferral of a stable and unambiguous 
meaning. Therefore, according to Derrida, writing is a field for an unlimited game of 
meanings, which is characterized by the movement of distinction. As a result of this 
movement, meaning no longer acts as isolated and determined — for Derrida, these 
qualities are always illusory; meaning becomes a series of deferrals, supplements, and 
substitutions rather than remaining stable and fixed.  

Comparing translation with historiography, Derrida notes that each translation 
necessarily “infects” the original with new meanings and re-creates it anew (1979: 76). 
Thus, if even a neutral translation in terms of the translator’s modality re-creates  
the original, then a parodistic translation is disproportionately more a product  
of the target culture than of the source text.   

Deconstruction is applied in the works of Ukrainian digital humor at various 
structural levels of language: at the word and phrase level (parodistic translation),  
at the text level (mini genres of digital folklore), and at the level of Russian historical, 
geopolitical, and cultural narratives, wittily transformed in Ukrainian artistic 
interpretation into the pieces of humorous syncretic art. Deconstruction breaks  
the (original) meaning into parts. It is always a sarcastic, critical look at the (original) 
decontextualized text or utterance as having a single/unified/cohesive/non-contradictory 
meaning. This is why deconstruction works so well for Ukrainians in dismantling Russian 
propaganda, which is already constructed as very shaky and unsubstantiated statements 
— perfect material for a de-constructor, even for a non-linguist one.  

When the meaning disintegrates, Russian political concepts and slogans,  
on the one hand, lose their meaning, and on the other hand, acquire an endless 
interpretive potential, which Ukrainians jokingly exploit. In theory, deconstructive 
criticism doesn’t take even itself very seriously, and in practice, Ukrainians always remain 
self-ironic, ready to make a funny joke about themselves and have a good laugh at it. 
Self-irony is very helpful in making quality jokes about others. Ukrainian citizens create 
dozens of jokes every day, and hundreds of jokes every week. In particular,  
the online Collection of Ukrainian Jokes already includes almost thirteen thousand 
samples of the best Ukrainian jokes. Russian-language jokes also circulate in cyberspace, 
contrasting even more with Russian Newspeak. The whole of Ukraine, all its ethnic 
representatives, is joking.  



IDEOLOGY AND POLITICS JOURNAL 
© 2023   Foundation for Good Politics   ISSN 2227-6068 

_______________________________________________________________________ 
№ 2(24), 2023                                                                                                                                                                                       

134 

The deconstructive procedures of picking apart and breaking down the meaning 
in Russian Newspeak, this ambiguous euphemistic language used chiefly in political 
propaganda, reveal its absurdity. The process of breaking the meaning apart  
matters itself — to demonstrate how the concept or statement is controlled  
and reduced by the values and prejudices of certain individuals. This is how and why 
Ukrainian parodies and jokes are created.  

 

4. Russian Neo-imperial Newspeak as an Object of Deconstruction  

The specific reasons for a manipulative linguistic strategy in Russia’s media,  
aimed at distortion of political reality, appear to be grounded in the justification  
of expansionist policy. Linguistic manipulations have proved to be a highly effective tool 
of hybrid warfare on the part of the Kremlin officials and Russian media. The basic 
functional mechanism of Russian political propaganda consists in constructing  
an alternative reality by linguistic means, blatantly pretending on the eve of February 24, 
2022, that it was not Russia but Ukraine who was preparing an invasion against Russia. 
Deliberate semantic shifts of the words and phrases to the opposite meaning comprise  
a linguistic phenomenon known as the “Newspeak” from George Orwell’s dystopian novel 
Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949). The Newspeak is a controlled language designed to limit  
the individual’s ability to think and articulate the concepts of personal identity,  
self-expression and free will, which are criminalized in a totalitarian superstate.  

The study of the linguistic component of Russian hybrid warfare against Ukraine 
reveals its features as a new totalitarian Newspeak. It is a “development”  
of the performative ideological ritual language, well known to the former Soviet Union 
citizens as a legacy of the late Stalin—Brezhnev era, masterfully described  
in Alexei Yurchak’s study Everything Was Forever, Until It Was No More: The Last Soviet 
Generation, which was originally published in English and later reprinted in Russian 
translation (Yurchak 2005; 2014). It was the system of “late socialism” (mid-1950s— 
mid-1980s) when the consciousness of so-called “homines sovietici,”  
the “split personalities,” and the “masked hypocrites” prevailed in the masses over any 
other consciousness. The consciousness of “masked hypocrites” seems to have deeply 
stuck in the minds of citizens of the Russian Federation until today. The task  
of constructing an opposite, alternative reality by means of the Newspeak, limiting  
a person’s ability to think and express free will, which was analyzed by Orwell in his  
1949 novel, has been unfolding in Russian media with a dizzying speed recently.  

Throughout the year 2021, the Russian Newspeak was aimed at creating a myth 
that an invasion was being prepared against Russia by Ukraine (herewith, Russian troops 
on the border with Ukraine were allegedly located in a defensive position).  
Russian TV “journalists” were successfully convincing their listeners of this opinion  
with statements about “the peacemaking of Russia” (миротворчество России),  
Russia as “the only real peacemaker” (Россия единственный настоящий миротворец), 
etc., which sounded directly opposite to the real situation. Simultaneously, the rhetoric 
of peacemaking was used on par with the militaristic rhetoric, which included,  
for example, aggressive calls to resort to “coercion into peace” (принуждение к миру), 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/George_Orwell
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“coercion into fraternity” (принуждение к братству), “forced denazification of Ukraine” 
(насильственная денацификация Украины), as well as other older and newly coined 
phrases and slogans produced on Russian TV channels and political shows,  
such as “Russia 1,” “Russia Today,” “News of the Week with Dmitry Kiselyov,” “60 Minutes” 
show, etc.  

Russian propagandists count on the assumption that people do not want the truth  
as much as they want reassurance that what they believe is the truth. It is enough for  
the Kremlin mouthpieces to spread lies more and more intensely because this is what  
the TV viewers in Russian want to hear, and the pressure, fear, and manipulation act most 
effectively on totally disoriented people.  

The Kremlin’s Newspeak as a linguistic component — with its simplified grammar 
and limited vocabulary interspersed with prison jargon — of hybrid warfare with the aim 
of constructing the myth of alleged Ukrainian military aggression. Perceived threats to 
Russia from Ukraine have deep historical roots in the rhetoric of the Communist Party of 
the Soviet Union (CPSU), with its tradition of substituting objective facts with an 
alternative reality by means of linguistic manipulation. The rhetoric of generalized Party 
totalitarianism with its devastating impact on society was analyzed by Orwell in  
the already mentioned Nineteen Eighty-Four. To establish in the minds of citizens the idea 
that “[n]othing exists except an endless present in which the Party is always right”  
(Orwell 2003: 249) turned out to be the most important purpose of the Party’s Newspeak, 
a language created to meet the ideological requirements of the ruling political regime. 
As in Orwell’s novel, the Russian Newspeak, which is largely based on the rhetorical 
experience of the CPSU, affirms the infinite present for the Kremlin leader: Putin’s Russia 
must “defend” itself forever while conducting at that very time its covert or overt offensive 
operations, that is, a real war of aggression against Ukraine and the rest of the democratic 
world. The catastrophic consequences of the influence of lies on the consciousness  
and emotional state of the deceived Russians are becoming more and more obvious  
with each new day.  

The Soviet totalitarian state was built on historical myths inherited by its 
successor, the Russian Federation. Exploitation of the performative function of Newspeak, 
that is, using the language as a means of constructing a “correct” reality in the minds of 
millions rather than as a means of comprehending the objective facts, has been practiced 
for decades in the rhetoric of the CPSU, and in the early 2020s the neo-imperial Russian 
Newspeak dominates in the rhetoric of Russian government and media.  

The Newspeak-ish rhetoric is being actively deconstructed in numerous ridiculing 
neologisms built on a range of clichés from the Russian Newspeak, which have been 
coined by Ukrainians recently. Moreover, a dynamic process of deconstructing  
the narratives of Russian Newspeak is observable not only in public but also in academic 
Ukrainian discourse, both at the levels of verbal form and semantic content.  
While Ukrainian academics efficiently decompose the mythmaking of modern Russia, 
revealing the linguistic mechanisms of geopolitical expansion of the Russian Federation 
and accurately defining its policy towards Ukraine, in particular in 2021, as  
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nineteen_Eighty-Four
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“progressive hybression,” from hybrid + aggression (Martyniuk 2018), Putin’s geopolitical 
values are being industriously dismantled and reconsidered by Ukrainians on social media 
platforms. For instance, a witty philological riddle, posted by Юлія Бондаренко (I͡ulii͡a 
Bondarenko) on her official Facebook page as early as 19 April 2021 (reposted on 19 April 
2022), humorously points at the grammatical lacune in the future tense, first person 
singular of the Russian verb победить (to win) as a philological curse of the “russian 
world” (the author’s spelling is kept):  

Філологічне прокляття “русcкого мира”: це коли бажання є, амбіції тиснуть,  
а вєлікій і могучій цього не передбачає. Бо яке б войовниче не було чиєсь Я, 
слова “переможу” в російській мові не існує. (See Bol′shoĭ akademicheskiĭ slovar′ 
russkogo i͡azyka. Vol.17, 2011, note by the author) 

A philological curse of the “russian world”: this is what happens when the desire 
is there and the ambitions are pressing, but “the great and mighty” [an imperialistic 
cliché for the Russian language, L.K.]1 does not provide for their implementation. 
Because no matter how militant someone’s Self is, the word “I-will-win”  
[Ukr. peremozhu] does not exist in the Russian language. (See The Great Academic 
Dictionary of the Russian Language. Vol.17, 2011, note by the author)  

Only descriptive constructions смогу победить (I will be able to win),  
буду победителем (I will be a winner), etc. are possible and considered to be normative  
in the literary Russian language (Kak pravil′no n.d.).  

The process of deconstruction of Russian Newspeak has become a mass 
entertainment, an element of Ukrainian pop culture in social networks. Deconstruction 
appertains to a play and amusement of pointing out flaws and gaps in the “serious” texts 
and statements of the “other.” The process of deconstruction is related, first,  
to the search for meaning and pointing out the failure /error in meaning by revealing  
the tension/contradictions in the text; second, to the discovery of a new unity  
that resolves the tension, demonstrating that oppositions can be reversed  
and restructured in many different ways, and meaning can be re-created by many different 
contexts; and thirdly, deconstruction indicates that the tension is not really an opposite. 
In the case of Russian propaganda Newspeak, one can conclude that it has no meaning, 
since the euphemistic language within it fails, it does not work as a (true/false) statement, 
neither has an authentic/credible context for itself as a text. 

 

5. Deconstruction of Russia’s Newspeak in Parodistic Translation and Digital Folklore 

For Ukrainian civilians the Russian war on their country began in 2014. Since then, 
Ukrainians have been at the center of Ukraine’s virtual mobilization. Many of them took 
up real arms in the first days of Russian invasion, and many more engaged  
in virtual battles. With the expansion of Russia’s war on February 24, 2022,  

 
1 Quote from a poem in prose by Ivan Turgenev “Russian language” (1882): “In the days of doubt, in  
the days of painful reflections about the fate of my homeland, you are my only support and pillar, O great, 
powerful, truthful and free Russian language!” (Serov, Vadim, ed. (2003). Encyclopedic Dictionary of catchy 
words and expressions. Moscow: “Lokid-Press”). Unless otherwise noted, all translations from  
the Ukrainian and Russian languages are by the author.   
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ordinary people in Ukraine not only volunteered and sacrificed for their country’s war 
effort, but quickly began describing their experiences to one another while engaging 
broader audiences — in Western and Central Europe, the United States, as well as Russian 
audiences — alongside Ukrainian bloggers with a social media presence. 

5.1. Puns, meta-derivatives and neologisms produced in parodistic translation   

Humorous deconstructive translation has been employed as a popular method of 
debunking those imperial mythologies which underlie the ideology of the “Russian 
world,” better translated as “Russian (way of) life.” With the help of semantic shifts, 
deconstructive translation explicates the language of Russia’s war against Ukraine. Due 
to the deconstruction of Russian narratives, dozens of ironic neologisms appeared  
in the Ukrainian language prior to February 24, 2022, such as the concept of viĭnomyr, 
meaning “neither war nor peace,” which characterized the (non)observance by Russian 
mercenaries of ceasefire on the demarcation line.  

Among diverse examples of deliberately shifting translation of the concepts 
generated in the Russian Newspeak since 2014 are the following neologisms:  

1) mocking neological compound noun krymnashyst (suffix -yst/ist indicates 
belonging to a certain party, ideology, or faith), which derives from the Russian 
imperialistic slogan Крым наш, “The Crimea is ours [Russia’s],” and is used  
to designate a person who supports the annexation of Crimea by the Russian 
Federation; literal translation into English: the-Crimea-is-ours-believer; 

2) mocking neological compound noun ikhtamnet (pl “ikhtamnety”), which derives 
from Putin’s phrase их там нет, “they are not there,” said about the supposed 
absence of the Russian military in Ukraine during the capture of Crimea in 
2014; the word is used to designate Russian military men without insignia, who 
secretly fought in Ukraine on Russia’s side; literal translation into English: one-
of-those-who-are-not-there; 

3) mocking neological compound noun adinnarot, which derives from Russia’s 
imperialistic ideologeme один народ, “one/unified nation,” formulated by Putin 
about the unity of Russians and Ukrainians, asserting that Ukrainians  
are Russians, and have always been; the word is used to make senseless  
the ideologeme that Russians and Ukrainians are the one nation through  
а grotesque imitation of the sound form of this phrase in Russian (адин на рот, 
where рот means “mouth”) while completely distorting/shifting its meaning; 
literal translation into English: one-for-the-mouth;  

4) mocking neological compound noun myshebrat′ia, which derives from  
the manipulative phrase of Russian propagandists Мы же братья,  
“Brothers we are,” addressed to Ukrainians; the word in Ukrainian is a mockery 
of the meaning of this Russian phrase through а grotesque imitation  
of its sound form in Russian (мышебратья, where мыши means “mice”) 
depriving it of its initial sense altogether; literal translation into English:  
mice-brothers; 
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5) mocking noun povtorun, which alludes to the phrase “we can repeat” and 
designates a person, who is repeating or ready to “repeat” (“povtor” means 
“repetition” in both Russian and Ukrainian, and suffix -un indicates an actor); 
literal translation into English: a repeater; the phrase “we can repeat” per se  
is a part of a broader Russian militaristic and political slogan: деды воевали, 
можем повторить, “dedy voyevali, mozhem povtorit′” (grandfathers fought,  
we can repeat), which alludes to the “Great patriotic War” (a part of WWII)  
and signals the willingness of contemporary Russians to fight/conquer Europe, 
reach and invade Berlin, as their “grandfathers” did in 1945; the oppositional 
activists in Russia and elsewhere call this aggressive sentiment 
pobedobesiye, “victory madness”;  

6) mocking phrase uzkiy mir, which derives from the key Russian ideological  
and cultural cliché русский мир, “Russian world;”1  the phrase is used to shift 
the sense of this Russians ideologeme through а grotesque imitation  
of the sound form of the adjective русский (Russian) as “uzkiy” (narrow);  
thus, literal translation of “uzkiy mir” is a narrow world (“uzkiy” rhymes with 
“русский”); 

7) neological compound adjective analogovnetnaya, used ironically, which derives 
from the laudatory phrase “there are no analogues” spread by Russian 
propaganda media about the Russian army; before February 24, 2022,  
there was a common belief that the might of Russian army had no analogues 
in the entire world; literal translation into English: no-analogues (army);  

8) mocking neological noun mobik (pl mobiky), which derives from the adjective 
“mobilized” and refers to those Russians who were mobilized (often by force) 
to the front half a year after the start of Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine, 
where Russia suffered numerous setbacks; this disparaging abbreviation 
“mobik” reflects a low motivation, poor training and insufficient equipment  
of the mobilized; semantic translation into English: a mobilized loser;  

9) mocking neological apposition mobik-chmobik (pl mobiky-chmobiky):  
the added neological noun “chmobik” to the newly coined “mobik” exacerbates 
a scornfully negative, although not without a touch of compassion, attitude 
towards the hastily mobilized Russian citizens, contemptuously called  
the mobiks and destined to mass demise in Ukraine; the newly coined noun 
“chmobik”2 derives from the abbreviation чмо in the Russian criminal jargon 
that stands for the phrase человек, морально опущенный (a man,  
morally degraded), which can be translated as “schmuck”; therefore,  
the neological noun “chmobik” is a blending, which consists of two parts: 

 
1 In response to Putin’s recent strategy directed at knocking out power substations in Ukraine and thus at 
breaking the spirits of everyday Ukrainians in the cold of winter, Ukrainians came up with jokes that they 
are ready to be without electricity, but not a part of the Russian world (Eggers 2023).  
2 Originates from the abbreviated phrase in Russian «частично мобилизированный» (partially mobilized), 
чмо. 
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“chmo” and “mobik” and points to a double derision: a morally degraded 
mobilized Russian, who is a loser; as well as others.  

Concurrently, Russian propagandistic media in Ukrainian public discourse is 
ironically referred to as the “automatic machines of throwing fakes” (feĭkomety) and  
the “staples of the Russian world” (skri͡epy russkoho mira), ironically alluding to  
the key Russian ideological and cultural cliché духовные скрепы (dukhovnye skrepy), 
“spiritual bonds” (literally: spiritual staples), which supposedly denotes for Russians the 
“traditional values” of their country, its “spiritual bonds” with Kyiv (Russian: Kiev) and 
Kyivan Rus; the phrase духовные скрепы first came into use on December 12, 2012, in  
the Address of the RF President Vladimir Putin to the Federal Assembly.  

Since February 24, 2022, the RF citizens influenced by anti-Ukrainian propaganda 
with its calls to fight Ukraine have broadly acquired the name rashyst [ruscist] (pl rashysty 
[ruscists]) in Ukrainian media. The meaning of this new terminological designation  
is “a supporter of the Kremlin’s aggressive policy against Ukraine.” The neological terms 
ruscist [rashist] (рашист, рашистський), ruscistka [rashistka] (рашистка) originate from  
the term Ruscism/Rashism, an umbrella term for a popular ideology in Russia.  
The etymology of the concept of Ruscism points to a blend of English pronunciation  
of the country name Rasha [Russia] and the term “fascism.”1 Ruscism is considered  
as a form of Nazism, or fascism, or both, and it is most frequently defined as synonymous 
with the term “Russian Nazism,” analyzed by Timothy Snyder (2022a).  

On April 14, 2022, the Verkhovna Rada of Ukraine recognized the Russian 
Federation as a terrorist state with a totalitarian neo-Nazi regime and banned  
its propaganda on the territory of Ukraine (Rebryna 2022). At the same time, ruscism,  
or Russian fascism, is recognized in Ukraine as a political ideology and social practice  
of the ruling regime of Russian Federation in the late 20th—early 21st century, based  
on the ideas of the “special civilizational mission” of Russians and intolerance of cultural 
elements of other nations (TSN 2022). The ideology and practice of ruscism, aimed at 
cultural and physical destruction of Ukraine and its people, meet a strong physical and 
intellectual resistance in Ukraine. 

A relatively new term schizofascism, in parallel to the terms Ruscism and Russian 
Nazism, was proponed by Russo-American philosopher Mikhail Epstein at the beginning 
of Russia’s aggression against Ukraine in 2014. This term was included into Epstein’s 
Projective Dictionary of the Humanities (Epstein 2017); it was also used and developed  
by Snyder (2022b). Schizofascism is defined as “fascism under the guise of fight against 
fascism …. [it] is a split worldview, a kind of caricature of fascism, but a serious, dangerous, 
aggressive caricature” (Epstein 2017: 261; my translation from Russian).  

A temporary sculptural installation “Zастрелись” (“Shoot yourself,” with  
the characteristic letter Z, Russian military symbol) (Fig. 1), which appeared on Taras 
Shevchenko Boulevard in the capital city of Kyiv in summer 2022 (sculptor Dmytro Iv), 
attracted much attention of Ukrainian media and was discussed on social platforms.  
 

 
1 Besides etymology, “рашист” (ruscist) rhymes with “фашист” (fascist). 
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The inscription under the name of this installation, which addresses the President of  
the RF, records the popular neologism Putler—a telling combination of the last names 
Putin and Hitler. The entire address reads: “History knows that war criminals have two 
ways: a trial or ... “Putler, is the hint clear?” 

 
Figure 1. Temporary sculptural installation “Zастрелись” (“Shoot yourself”)1 

Prior to the start of Russia’s full-scale attack on Ukraine, the supporters of  
the Kremlin policy towards Ukraine were broadly labelled as vatnik(s): generally, less 
aggressive RF citizens than the ruscists and rather indifferent to Russia’s global politics 
but those who share their government’s contempt of Western values. The Ukrainian 
nickname vatnyk (pl vatnyky) for the supporters of the Kremlin’s policy came from  
the word for a piece of winter outerwear, called vatnik or telogreĭka (in Russian): a quilted 
cotton jacket, which was a part of the winter uniform of the Red Army soldiers.  

A collective noun vata (“cotton wool”) became the generalizing term for those 
Russians who despise the values of Western civilization and remain loyal  
to the Kremlin militaristic policy. Recently, the concept of “cotton wool” has evolved  
into the concept of incorrigible xenophobe, the concentrated meaning of which is 
embodied in the neological phrase canned cotton wool (Ukr. vatna konserva). 

Also, the Ukrainian word бавовна (bavovna, cotton), denoting the material from  
which cotton wool is made, has become extremely popular recently as a mocking 
translation of Russian euphemistic term хлопóк, with the second syllable stressed 
(khlopók, a bang/flap/clap), which refers to frequent explosions at the ammunition depots 
and military bases in Russia, caused by unidentified factors.   

 
1 Unless otherwise noted, all photographs are made by the author. 
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The Russians do not want to admit their own helplessness in preventing  
these explosions and therefore they refer to them simply as “bangs.” In the Russian 
language, a homograph of the word хлопóк (a bang) is pronounced with the first syllable 
stressed: хлóпок and has the meaning “cotton” (Ukrainian: бавовна). Ukrainians this 
euphemistic play on words alludes to the idea that Ukraine may secretly be behind  
the explosions on Russian territory. It is the word хлóпок that Ukrainians use to report 
and talk about explosions in Russia, not only among regular Ukrainians on internet 
platforms, but also journalists in the official media.1  

In the background of Ukrainian television studios, behind the backs of the hosts  
of news programs, there is often a branch with ripe cotton as a symbol of destruction  
of Russian military facilities. The motto “Let’s make bavovna great again!”, which appeared 
on Facebook in the summer of 2022, became a humorous development of the image of 
exploding cotton. This motto is based on the slogan of Donald Trump’s presidential 
campaign “Let’s make America great again!”  

Ukrainians even proclaimed a humorous holiday, World Cotton Day: On October 7, 
which is the birthday of Vladimir Putin (Tys 2022). On Ukrainian news, the phrase 
“powerful cotton could be heard” (which means “loud explosion(s) could be heard”)  
is repeated quite often nowadays. The image of cotton flowers entered not only art, but 
also everyday design, for example, women's manicures, phone covers, etc. 

Depriving the original expressions of Russian Newspeak of their initially intended 
meaning and filling them with a new semantic content has proved to be an effective tool 
of deriding Russian propaganda.  

Deconstructive translation procedures are multiple, ramified, and not infrequently 
intertwined. They range in their variety from the play on homonyms and homographs, 
such as the above example хлопóк—хлóпок (bang—cotton), to formal calquing  
with shifted contextual meaning, as in the lexeme скрепы (staples), to meta-derivation 
through translation based on pronunciation, which results in the new and absurd 
meanings of the formerly “meaningful” and “important” Russian concepts, for instance, 
«один народ» → адіннарот (one-for-the-mouth), «мы же братья» → мишебратья  
(mice-brothers), as well as coining new concepts by means of transcribed borrowing,  
in particular, кримнашист (the-Crimea-is-ours-believer), іхтамнєт (one-of-those-who-
are-not-there), and so on.  

Ironic word formation is a broader technique, which embraces translation, 
transcoding (formal calquing), a term or name borrowing, and its semantic development 
in the Ukrainian language. Among the newly coined neologisms are the following:  

1) the verb makronyty, which means “to call often to no avail, talk long and 
pointlessly on the phone” (this neologism derives from the name of French 
President Emmanuel Macron);  

 
1 Bearing in mind that the noun бавовна (cotton) is semantically close to the term вата (cotton wool) as a 
derogatory name for the supporters of Russian world. 
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2) the phrase valiaty shol′tsi͡a (from the name of the chancellor of Germany Olaf 
Scholz), which means “to be constantly promising, but not giving anything” and 
is grounded on the idiom “vali͡aty durni͡a” (to do stupid things, pretending that 
you don’t understand something);  

3) the verb chornobaїty, which means “to do the same thing over and over without 
getting another result and suffer a lot because of it.” Its meaning derives  
 
from the name of suburban village Chornobaїvka, near the city of Kherson in 
southern Ukraine. Kherson International Airport is situated in Chornobaїvka 
and in 2022, there was a series of Ukrainian attacks against the Russian-held 
airport, which began on February 27 and continued up to November 5, 2022. 
Chornobaїvka saw dozens of attacks on Russian positions by the Ukrainian 
Armed Forces, which resulted in the deaths of many Russian soldiers and  
the destruction of their military equipment. Because of memes on Ukrainian 
social media mocking Russia’s repeated losses in Chornobaїvka, the village 
became synonymous with repeated and futile efforts.  

In the deconstructive translation into Ukrainian, Russian political statements and 
slogans have been stripped of their initially intended meaning and imbued with a new 
meaning which ridicules their semantic value in various ways. The basic deconstructive 
translation procedures are the following: 1) neologization, 2) wordplay, 3) transcribed 
borrowing with a transfer of meaning, as well as 4) ironic word formation, mostly based 
on onomastic vocabulary, among other procedures. 

5.2. Reinterpreted proverbs, new jokes, funny aphorisms and facetious quotes  
in digital folklore 

Various genres of the verbal and syncretic arts, including new proverbs, jokes, 
humorous poems, etc., have been actuated immediately from the first day of the Russian 
invasion. The most well-pronounced are massively shared and reposted on individual, 
commercial, and institutional webpages. Even if they first appeared on someone’s 
personal page, they quickly spread through social networks, lose their authorship, and 
enrich the treasury of Ukrainian cyber folklore. 

Perhaps the most vivid example of a new proverb, which is an expansion of  
the traditional folk proverb, is the following:  

Українці незламні. Коли погано — плачуть, коли дуже погано — співають,  
коли повна дупа – сміються. Але – ніколи не опускають руки.  

Ukrainians are invincible. When it’s bad, they cry, when it’s very bad, they sing,  
and when it’s very-very bad, they laugh. But they never give up. 

This post first appeared on a private webpage of Liudmyla Perevertenʹ on April 12, 
2022, and that very day it was broadly shared, re-appearing on several non-private pages 
belonging to commercial firms, such as the tourist agency “Club of positive travelers  
Like Travel” and the online store “Family Gifts,” which offers embroidered and modern 
clothes by Ukrainian manufacturers (the store shared this post on its page “Social project 
Very necessary work”), etc. 
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Over the next few days, this proverb, already anonymous, entered the oral and 
written narratives of other authors on YouTube, Facebook and other media platforms with 
minor variations and abbreviations. For example, on the same day, 12 April 2022,  
a YouTuber nicknamed Zakhar (10K subscribers) in his post entitled “Chomu ne mozhna 
voi͡uvaty z ukraїnt͡siamy?” [“Why shouldn’t one fight with Ukrainians?”] used a shortened 
version of the proverb: “Незламні. Коли погано — плачуть, коли дуже погано – співають, 
коли повна ср#ка – сміються!” / “Unbreakable. When it’s bad, they cry, when  
it’s very bad, they sing, when it’s full of shit, they laugh!” The post gained 3,918 views on 
that very day (Zakhar 2022). On April 15, 2022, the post titled “Why shouldn’t one fight 
with Ukrainians?” was reposted by a blogger under the nickname brenik, etc.  

 Beyond celebrations of Ukrainian courage, many memes play upon historical 
grievances between Russians and Ukrainians. Stepan Bandera (1909—1959, killed by  
a KGB agent using cyanide) was a leader of the radical wing of the Organization of 
Ukrainian Nationalists during World War II. His image is affiliated simultaneously with 
both Ukrainian resistance, independence, and nationalism and with Nazi sympathizers, 
depending on the viewer’s perspective. In Russia, Ukrainians, particularly Ukrainian 
speakers are called бандеровцы, banderovtsy, the Bandera people (sing бандеровец, fem 
бандеровка). Below is an imagined dialogue between Russians and Stepan Bandera, 
based on an interlingual pun (from Facebook):  

Степан Бандера:  
А знаєте, як буде російською «вантаж 200»?  
Бандеролька. 

Stepan Bandera: 
 – Do you know the Russian for “cargo 200”1? 
 – Banderolka (a small parcel). 

“Cargo 200” is a reference to Soviet slang for war casualties, denoting the code written 
on trucks carrying fallen soldiers during the Afghan war.  

There is a unifying method in the speaker’s humorous strategy in digital folklore: to raise 
the level of optimism and faith in victory in spite of everything. Below are two different 
examples (one in Russian and the other in Ukrainian) of the most popular social media 
jokes that appeared in April 2022, among many other samples from the online Collection 
of Ukrainian Jokes: 

Example 1 (in Russian): 

– Харьков взяли? 
– Нет.  
– Киев взяли?  
– Нет.  
– А что взяли?  
– Мясорубку взяли, миксер, кроссовки взяли и шкаф-купе взяли. (Zbirnyk 
2022a) 

 
1 “Cargo 200” is a military code word used in the Soviet Union and the post-Soviet states referring to  
the transportation of military fatalities. 
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– Did they take over Kharkiv?  
– Nope. 
– Did they take over Kyiv? 
– Nope. 
– What did they take, then? 
– They took a meat grinder, a mixer, they took a pair of sneakers and took a 
sliding door wardrobe. (Collection of Ukrainian Jokes #4802) 

Before making it to the Collection of Ukrainian Jokes, this joke appeared in several 
shorter versions, starting on April 2, 2022. It was posted by the user with nickname 
Kolobok (in Russian):  

Свежий анекдот: Киев взяли? – Нет. – Харьков взяли? – Нет. – А шо взяли?! – 
Миксер взяли, ковёр взяли...! (Kolobok 2022).  

A fresh anecdote: Did they take Kiev? – Nope. – Did they take Kharkov? – Nope. 
– What did they take? – They took a mixer, took a carpet ...!  

On April 6, 2022, another version of the joke was published by Radio Liberty  
as part of the online reportage title: “Из России: «Киев не взяли. Взяли мясорубку, 
миксер и кроссовки». Соцсети—о мародерстве российских военных” [“From Russia: 
“Kyiv was not taken. We took a meat grinder, a mixer, and a pair of sneakers.”  
Social networks about the looting of the Russian military”] (Radio Liberty 2022).  
On that very date, Russian free entertainment application АйДаПрикол published  
the fullest version of this joke; the same version that was included in the Collection of 
Ukrainian Jokes (Idaprikol 2022).  

Example 2 (in Ukrainian): 

Втрати ворога – це як деруни зі сметаною. Їх багато, але однаково мало. 
Хочеться ще. (Zbirnyk 2022b)  

Enemy losses are like potato pancakes1 with sour cream. There are many of them 
but still not enough. Wish there would be more. (Collection of Ukrainian Jokes 
#4919) 

Projected confidence in victory is well reflected in the dozens of new proverbial 
expressions, jokes, and humorous dialogic exchanges based on puns. The following joke 
was one of the first to appear on social networks after February 24, 2022, and it spread 
across all popular networks: Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, and VKontakte, is the latter of 
which has been blocked in Ukraine since May 16, 2017: 

Ми така нація, що нам спочатку трохи страшно, а потім вже пох#й... а коли нам 
пох#й, то страшно всім.  

We are such a nation that at first, we get scared a little, but shortly after, we don’t 
f#cking care... and when we don’t f#cking care, everyone gets scared.  

 

 

 
1 Potato pancakes: Ukrainian national dish. 
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On March 1, 2022, the information agency “Typical Kyiv” published a rather 
extensive selection of the first wartime jokes under the title “When we don’t f#cking care, 
everyone gets scared: What new words and expressions were added to Ukrainian folklore 
during the war” with the subtitle “Ukrainians know how to joke and this helps them resist 
the aggressor” (Typovyĭ Kyiv 2022). In the preface to this selection, digital folklore  
was mentioned for the first time as a special type of folklore born in social networks 
during the first week of the war. The above joke was quoted in full with the following 
reasoning: “The vital credo of Ukrainians can be put into one such phrase  
that characterizes their behavior in the war,” and a note was made that this joke came 
into existence on the day of publication: “The expression appeared literally today,  
but describes the psychological state of the citizens of Ukraine who are literally being 
wiped off the face of the earth by attacking from the ground, air and sea. But as they say: 
“A Ukrainian fights like he plows the land.” After all, in wartime, the most important thing 
is not to panic and not to lose optimism” (ibid.). 

A lot of the wartime jokes are contingent on interlingual puns. I will exemplify this 
type of jokes with two examples (both in Ukrainian): 

Example 3: 

Знаєте, чому росіяни нам не друзі? Тому, що друзі на дорозі не валяються.  

Do you know why Russians are not our friends? Because friends are not lying 
around on the road.  

The above version was published on March 4, 2022, on Twitter by the user 
nicknamed Софі (Sofie 2022). The joke is based on a Russian folk proverb about 
money, well-known also in Ukraine, “Money does not lie under your feet (on the road)” 
(Poslovitsy i pogovorki n.d.). A set phrase from this proverb “... does not lie on the road 
(street),” which means something valuable, rare, has a wide compatibility and can be used 
not only with the lexeme “money,” but also with any other to indicate someone  
or something rare, and is often extended to human beings, as in the derivative proverb: 
“Friends are not lying on the road.” A day prior, on March 3, 2022, the first and shorter 
version of the new proverb was posted by The First Private Museum of Memes on Twitter: 
“Muscovites are not our friends. Because friends don’t lie on the road” (Persha pryvatna 
memarni͡a 2022). It is quite likely that the user Sophie took this post as the basis for  
their own version of the proverb.   

In a month, on April 3, 2022, a more neutral version of this proverb appeared  
in the title of a “portion of fresh memes that give a smile in difficult times” compiled  
by Oleksiy Dzyuba: “Russians are not our friends, because friends do not lie on the road. 
Ukrainians continue to make apt jokes during the war with Russia” (Dzyuba 2022).  
A variation of the new proverb also quickly entered the Collection of Ukrainian Jokes 
[Zbirnyk ukraїnsʹkykh anekdotiv №556] (Zbirnyk 2022d). On March 26, 2022, the anecdote 
was published in the electronic version of the newspaper “News of Zakarpattia,”  
in the column “Let’s laugh together!” (News of Zakarpattia 2022).  

 

 

https://context.reverso.net/translation/english-russian/don%27t+fucking+care
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Example 4: 

– Куме, а знаєте, як англійською сказати «російські війська»?  
– Ні.  
– «Рашн трупс»!1  
– Файно.  

– My crony, dost thou know how to say “Russian troops” in English? 
– No. 
– “Russian corpses!” 
– Nice. 

Visual and verbal caricatures are often combined as syncretic art on posters and 
billboards. Moreover, in the south-eastern regions of Ukraine, the language of this 
sarcastic genre can be both Russian and Ukrainian, such as the one illustrating a double-
headed Russian eagle being driven away with a trident, the coat of arms  
of Ukraine. A caricature of an eagle chased away by a trident pitchfork appeared on a 
billboard in the city of Odesa on March 10, 2022. The picture was supplemented with a 
text in Russian, stylized at the beginning into the Biblical diction and finished  
with a low-colloquial pattern. This captioned cartoon, together with the inscription 
placed under it, circulated in numerous electronic media and on many web pages.  
The text is as follows: 

Не возжелай страны  
Ближнего своего,  
И свободы его, и сала его,  
И Крыма его — 
И не застрянут у тебя  
В ж#пе вилы его! (Durova 2022) 

Don’t covet the country 
Of your neighbor, 
Nor his freedom, nor his bacon, 
Nor his Crimea — 
If you don’t want his pitchfork  
To get stuck in your ass! 

Allusions to the Bible and classical Ukrainian poets, especially to Taras 
Shevchenko, are not infrequent. The case in consideration is the following humorous 
variation on the theme of Shevchenko’s popular verse “Zapovit” (“Yak umru, to pokhovaĭte 
mene na mohyli…”) [My Testament], which has been spread on social media platforms, 
shared, and reposted multiple times. The voice of the subject in this parodistic verse, 
known as “Putin’s Testament,” is extrapolated on the RF President Vladimir Putin as  
the speaking persona. This verse appeared in variations on social networks as early as 
January 2015, and after February 24, 2022, it was topicalized with greater force.  
The following version of this scathing satire, with the picture of the RF president in  

 
1 The word “трупс” is the Anglicized plural form of Ukrainian noun “труп” that means “corpse” and would 
be pronounced as “troops.” 
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the background, appeared online on May 1, 2022, with a link to the page of the Ministry 
of Defense of Ukraine (Defense of Ukraine on Twitter 2022):  

Як умру, то поховайте  
Мене в купі гною,  
І покласти не забудьте  
Униз головою.  
Начепіть мені на плечі  
Хоч якісь ознаки, 
Щоб хоч якось відрізнялась 
Голова від ср#ки.  

When I die, bury me 
In a pile of manure, 
And do not forget to put me 
Upside down. 
Also pin to my shoulders 
At least some insignia  
To make my head somehow  
Differ from my ass. 

Scorching parodies of the Russian military men are appearing in large numbers  
to mark the notable events of the war and can be used to track down Russian hostilities 
in Ukraine and to compile a chronicle of Ukrainian victories. One of the witticisms  
of this kind refers to the stay of Russian troops on the territory of the Chornobyl nuclear 
power plant: they captured the plant on the first day of the full-scale war, February 24, 
and remained there until April 2, 2022. This anecdotal story concerns the stupidity  
and lack of general education on the part of Russian troops who raised the dust  
in the so-called “red forest” near Chornobyl nuclear power plant, dug trenches there and 
organized an ammunition depot at the foot of the plant, having stayed there for 36 days.  

The joke was spread in social networks in different variations. On April 1, 2022,  
it appeared in the daily newspaper “Komsomolʹsʹka Pravda v Ukraїnі” (KP in Ukraine), 
which until January 13, 2022, was printed exclusively in Russian. Below I give this 
anecdote in the “KP in Ukraine” version: 

До Статуту З(бройних) С(ил) Росії вирішено запровадити нове звернення. До 
солдатів, які перебували в радіусі 20 км від ЧАЕС, слід звертатися з часткою 
“фон”; у радіусі 10 км – “ваша світлість”; у радіусі 5 км – “ваше сіятельство” 
(Komsomolʹsʹka Pravda 2022). 

It was decided to introduce a new address to the Statute of the Armed Forces of 
Russia. Soldiers1 who stayed within the radius of 20 km from the Chornobyl nuclear 
power plant should be addressed with the prefix “Von” [in Russian and Ukrainian 
“фон” means “background radiation”], those who stayed within the radius of 10 
km, “Your Luminescence,” and those who stayed within the radius of 5 km,  
“Your Radiance.” 

 
1 In other versions “the orcs,” which is a collective name for Russian soldiers. 
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Lots of satire have been created around the globally-known exchange of the brave 
Ukrainian serviceman, who defended the island of Zmiïnyi in the Black Sea, with  
the Russian navy warship, which put forward an ultimatum: 

– Я русский военный корабль! Предлагаю сложить оружие и сдаться!  
Russian Warship: “I suggest you lay down your arms and surrender, otherwise 
you’ll be hit” 

– Русский военный корабль, иди нах#й  
Ukrainian Outpost’s response to the threat was telling and brief: “Russian 
warship, f#ck off!” (February 25, 2022). 

Among multiple sarcastic Ukrainian “good wishes,” grounded on the Ukrainian 
serviceman’s response to the Russian warship, is the following:  

А не міг би той хлопакa зі Зміїного по радіо ще й путіна послати? Може, має 
дар...) (Zbirnyk 2022c)  

“And that guy from Zmiïnyi, could he also send Putin to hell on the radio?  
Maybe he has a magic gift ...)” (Collection of Ukrainian Jokes #5076) 

Losses of the enemy are often made a topic for dark humor. The following 
illustration (Fig. 2) from social media is a humorous interpretation of the famous painting 
by Ivan Shishkin “Morning in a Pine Forest,” which appeared on the wrapper of Russian 
chocolate candies “Mishka kosolapy” (“Clumsy Bear”) as early as 1913. The bear candy 
outlived the Russian Empire and even the Soviet Union that inherited it. A unique candy, 
which became recognizable thanks to Shishkin’s masterpiece on its wrapper,  
remains widely popular and desired, though quite expensive in Putin’s Russia. The humor 
in the inscription on its Ukrainian caricature is built on word play with the near 
homographs. The Ukrainian inscription reads:  

 

New candies went on sale in Russia for 
the May 9th holiday:1  

   Meshki (Bags) in the Forest2  

   Unwrap and find your denazifier!3 

 

Figure 2. Ukrainian caricature of the wrapper of Russian chocolate candies  
“Mishka kosolapy” (“Clumsy Bear”) 

 
1 “Victory Day” (May 9, 1945) in the “Great patriotic War” in Russia.  
2 The remains of the dead bodies of Russian soldiers are packed in black bags. 
3 The denazification of Ukrainians was one of the intermediate goals of Russia's so-called “special military 
operation” in Ukraine.  
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The pun is based on the play on words “meshkí”, «мешкИ в лесу», Bags in the Forest, 
with the stress on the last syllable in the word «мешки» (bags), versus “míshki” from a 
recognizable popular candy name «мИшки в лесу», Bears in the Forest, with the stress on 
the first syllable in the word «мишки» (bears).  

Putin’s law that criminalized any public voice calling the war against Ukraine  
a “war” instead of framing it as a “special military operation,” was ridiculed in one  
of the most popular memes responding to this censorial law shortly after the start of 
invasion on February 24. The meme replaces the title of Leo Tolstoy’s 1867 novel War and 
Peace with “Special Military Operation and Peace” (Vasily Grogol 2022; printed in Bishara 
2022). This meme spread in cyberspace, was photocopied, and posted on bulletin boards 
in European universities, circulated globally, etc.  

Ukrainians are dismantling Russian Newspeak on social platforms using  
the strategies of 1) creating new narrative framings for traditional proverbs, 2) making 
anecdotal exchanges and stories strung on the homonymic and homographic word play, 
including interlingual homonymy, and contextually engendered or reversed semantic 
contrast, 3) generating wellerism-like ironic aphorisms, and 4) manufacturing facetious 
recontextualization of the Newspeak concepts.  

5.3. Comical pictures, memes and cartoons  

In this subsection, a combination of pictorial and verbal elements will be 
considered more closely. At that, sometimes the image alone works, or in combination 
with a one-word or short-phrase inscription. The comical effect lies in the strategy of 
paradox, which unfolds as a conceptual conflict between the image and inscription, or a 
cognitive conflict encoded in the image itself.  

One of popular anti-Putin memes circulating on the internet (Fig. 3), “How this will 
end for Putin,” was posted on Twitter on March 1, 2022 (Jerry Avenaim 2022):  

 
Figure 3. The meme “How this will end for Putin” 
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After a guided missile cruiser of the Russian Navy Moskva sank on April 18, 2022, 
it became “obvious” that the Ukrainian servicemen on Zmiïnyi [Snake] Island really did 
tell Russian warships to “go to hell.” Also, a cartoon on the topic of the sunk warship 
Moskva quickly appeared on social media. The pivotal illustrated text (Fig. 4) unfolds  
as a dialogue between the Fish-landlord in the sunk submarine, which not unexpectedly  
turned out to be extremely costly, and the Fish-tenant. This version was published  
on April 18, 2022, on Twitter by the user nicknamed Чылік (Chylik 2022).  

 

 

Fish-landlord: $1000 plus utilities  

Fish-tenant: kinda expensive  

Fish-landlord: and what did you expect...   

it’s Moscow 

Figure 4. Cartoon on the topic of the sunk warship Moskva 

The topic of the effectiveness of bayraktars — Turkish strike drones with a long 
flight duration — has also proved to be very popular in both verbal and visual humorous 
art in the first months of war. For instance, on April 6, 2022, a trolling-request asking if 
there are direct flights by Bayraktar from Kiev to Moscow appeared in Russian on  
the Facebook page of the company “Transport of Kiev”:  

Тут люди интересуются, летает ли Bayraktar Airlines из Киева на Москву: 
“Скажите, пожалуйста, а есть прямые авиарейсы Байрактаров из Киева на 
Москву?” (Transport of Kiev 2022) 

People are asking whether Bayraktar Airlines fly from Kyiv to Moscow: “Please let 
me know if there are direct flights by Bayraktar from Kyiv to Moscow?” 

An example of commented visual art on the theme of bayraktars is given below 
(Fig. 5).  The inscription reads: Seeing Bayraktar, the Russian tank pretended to be dead 
(UNIAN, March 14, 2022). 
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Figure 5. Comical picture with the upside-down Russian tank 

A humorous visual image can be combined with a phrase-long inscription,  
as in Figure 6, or with a one- or two-word inscription, as in Figures 7 and 8, or devoid of 
verbal elements altogether, as in Figure 9 below.  

 
Figure 6. “Careful: a f#cked-up neighbor” 

While the inscription on the wall in Figure 6 reads: “Careful: a f#cked-up neighbor,” 
the user’s comment preceding the inscription is the following: “we need such a wall.”  
The picture was posted on April 16, 2022, on Facebook by the user nicknamed  
Sophie Muraly (2022).   

https://www.facebook.com/sophie.shc/posts/pfbid0P3Qpcec4RU4XMwTCEhnu1x3L2xm3ZHF4nMrnhcy3Kn1vCP5djrwDTKMXU29v3DGWl?__cft__%5b0%5d=AZWp-xVaU7D4zio-RGKgMY5cvYmFbTq753TeCz8LiPRK4wlRWAzQeSfYpwNY4awVh-aq7QMgJhOEgcjA1X8XeKq7fdg9HJcgFjyMPEpL4TI1yXz56O-4xREO4lYYt3HKKTli2uEl7Hx_Fe1O_ozDZy3Dlax0ZoTlHiEWfypXe1SmkR3akDEhZXr5JgOV-Zm8p5U&__tn__=%2CO%2CP-R
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Figure 7. “Zанавес” 

The Russian word behind the curtains in Figure 7, “Zанавес” is written with  
a substitution of the Cyrillic letter “З” (“Занавес”) with the Latin letter “Z”, which is a new 
military symbol in Russia, sported by Russians on their uniforms and tanks. The contextual 
meaning of the word “Zанавес” is the following: “The show’s all over, clear out,” or, as 
Facebook user under nickname LudMila Nitz formulated: “We are leaving, we are leaving.... 
Curtain,” indicating the end of performance for the two fans of  
the “classical Russian ballet” in ballerina tutus — self-proclaimed President of Belarus 
Lukashenka and Russian President Putin. The picture was retweeted and reposted many 
times, particularly on the Facebook pages of the users Natalia Pylypiuk (March 21, 2022), 
LudMila Nitz (March 26, 2022), Sanasar Kuiumchian (April 27, 2022) and others, as well as 
published on the Telegram channel of the same name (Zанавес 2022) and reposted by 
Reddit from Ukrainian Memes and Art for Ukraine sites (Reddit Zahabec 2022a; 2022b).  

A similar type of picture with an inscription in the background and humorous 
images of Presidents Lukashenka and Putin in the foreground can be seen in the following 
author’s comic on Twitter (Fig. 8), “Pariah Olympics 2022” (Camley Cartoons 2022), 
which has also become quite popular in the networks.  

 
Figure 8. “Pariah Olympics 2022” 
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A further illustration from public domain of the war-born art of Easter-egg painting 
on grenades, called “the combat Easter eggs,” contains no verbal elements (Fig. 9). 

 
Figure 9. Lemon grenades, painted like Easter eggs. 

The art appeared seven years ago in the Donbas area of anti-terrorist operation 
(Ukr.: ATO) among the Ukrainian military and was first publicly discussed in the reportage 
“The Offensive Easter eggs: The ATO fighters paint grenades with Easter patterns” on  
the TV News Service channel on April 11, 2015 (TSN 2015).  

An entire collection of funny visual metaphors which refer to various aspects  
of Russian propagandistic viewpoint at the history of Ukraine can be singled out.  
For example, the following picture (Fig. 10) embodies the Kremlin’s “concept” of the 
origin of Ukraine from the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, founded by Vladimir 
Ulyanov-Lenin in 1922. It is grotesquely called The Monument “Vladimir Lenin founds 
Ukraine” (bronze, granite, Alzheimer’s). 

 
Figure 10. The Monument “Vladimir Lenin founds Ukraine”  

(bronze, granite, Alzheimer’s) 
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The statue of Lenin in the above montaged picture replaces the posture of Lybid′, 
a legendary co-founder of the city of Kyiv. The picture was posted as early as December 
23, 2021, on the Facebook page of the user Процишин Офіційний (Prot͡syshyn Ofit͡siĭnyĭ 
2021). Since then, it has been reposted many times. Below (Fig. 11) is the picture of the 
real monument, erected in 1982 in a park near the Paton bridge in Kyiv in honor  
of the symbolic 1500th anniversary of Kyiv. It is the Monument to the founders of Kyiv: 
brothers Kyĭ, Shchek, Khoryv and their sister Lybid′. The official name of the monument 
is “Soaring Lybid′,” although it is also called “The Boat.”  

 
Figure 11. “Soaring Lybid′” (“The Boat”) 

Ukrainians are deploying meme warfare to combat Russian disinformation and 
pseudohistorical declarations with their arsenal of war memes. In particular,  
the Twitter account Ukrainian Meme Forces (UMF), which aggregates Ukrainian counter-
propaganda memes from Twitter and Reddit, was created as early as February 2022  
as a semi-official tool of resistance (Ukrainian Memes Forces 2022). A deluge of funny 
pictures grounded on historical reminiscences is helping Ukrainians cope with their 
predicament with humor. “Ukrainians are greeting Russian liberators with flowers!” reads 
a caption above the image of Ukrainian woman threshing a frightened Russian soldier 
with a flower bouquet (Fig. 12), tweeted by Ukrainian Memes Forces on March 11, 2022 
(“Ukrainians are greeting Russian liberators with flowers!” 2022).  

 
Figure 12. “Ukrainians are greeting Russian liberators with flowers!” 
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Quite often the humor in historical reminiscences spills over into bitter satire, as 
in the following caricature poster “Kuzka’s mother is calling!” depicting a woman-
drunkard calling to “protect our rat” (i.e., Vladimir Putin) (Fig. 13). 

 
Figure 13. “Kuzka’s mother is calling!” 

This poster is reminiscent of the famous poster “Motherland is calling!” depicting 
a symbolic Motherland in red who shows the “military oath” to the Soviet citizens (Fig. 14), 
from the times of the “Great Patriotic War,” created by the artist Irakli Toidze at the end 
of June 1941.  

 
Figure 14. “Motherland is calling!” 
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Kuzka’s mother (Кузькина мать; Kuzka is a diminutive of the given name Kuzma),  
is part of the Russian proverb “to show Kuzka’s mother (to someone)” [Показать кузькину 
мать (кому-либо)], “to teach someone a lesson,” “to punish someone in a brutal way.”  
The expression Kuzka’s mother is a common idiomatic curse in Russian. It entered  
the history of the foreign relations of the Soviet Union as part of the image of Nikita 
Khrushchev, along with the shoe-banging incident and the phrase “We shall show you 
Kuzka’s mother!” (meaning “We will bury you”).1 The actual reference in Khrushchev’s 
phrase was to a code word for the atomic bomb — a  thermonuclear test device — 
nicknamed by its builders Kuzka’s mother. The poster “Kuzka’s mother is calling!” 
appeared in cyber space (on Facebook) as early as June 24, 2016, on the anniversary  
of Khrushchev’s public use of the Russian idiom “to show Kuzka’s mother”  
for the first time — on June 24, 1959, at the first American National Exhibition in the USSR, 
addressing the then US Vice President Richard Nixon. 

Another popular satirical caricature, with reference to history, which was shared 
and reposted on the Internet, belongs to the subgenre of “family portraits” and depicts  
a “happy” family of Hitler, Stalin, and little Putin (Fig. 15). The motto above this “family 
picture” reads: “We smile and continue the fight!”  

 

 
Figure 15. “We smile and continue the fight!” 

Syncretic deconstruction of Russian geopolitical, cultural, and historical narratives 
by means of comical pictures, memes, and cartoons extends in the strategy of creating  
a paradox, which mostly unravels a conceptual conflict between the image and inscription 
(as in Fig. 7, 8, 12, 13) or a cognitive conflict encoded in the image itself (as in Fig. 3, 9, 10).  

 
1 The interpreter was stunned and translated literally: We shall show you the mother of Kuzma. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Russian_proverb
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Foreign_relations_of_the_Soviet_Union
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shoe-banging_incident
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/We_will_bury_you
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Soviet_atomic_bomb_project
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thermonuclear
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5.4. Recontextualizing national traumas during wartime: favorite poetic quotes 
and mystifications in the cyberspace 

Many bloggers, YouTubers, and other social media users rely on the authority  
of Taras Shevchenko, Pavlo Tychyna, Lina Kostenko, and their ilk, as people’s poets,  
dead and alive, and attribute to them the verses which they like and post on their pages, 
but which might actually belong to other poets. This phenomenon is perhaps  
the most widespread in the case of Lina Kostenko, our contemporary, to whom at least  
a dozen different verses are attributed by reference @Ліна Костенко. The authority  
of the folk poet in today’s Ukraine is no less strong than it was a hundred or more years 
ago, starting from the era of National Romanticism and its national emblem Taras 
Shevchenko (1814-1861). Symptomatically, the presence of Lina Kostenko’s name 
functions as a kind of talisman on social platforms. The name of a genial modern poet,  
a woman who has not yielded to Soviet authorities, nor was tempted by the State awards 
during Independence, symbolizes people’s belief in the magical power of the poet’s word 
and testifies to the high moral authority of an unwavering poet in Ukrainian society.   

A new folklore genre can be singled out — poetic mystification, or poetry 
attributed to outstanding humanitarian authorities, such as Lina Kostenko and  
Taras Shevchenko, alongside their authentic texts. In this article, due to lack of space,  
I will consider only the case of Lina Kostenko on Internet platforms.  

Several quotes from the historical novel in verse by Kostenko “Berestechko,” which 
was written in 1966—1967 and published only in independent Ukraine, began to spread 
actively on social networks with the beginning of the hot phase of the war. In particular, 
the fragment “Tse zh treba maty satanynsʹkyy namir…” (“Their satan plannings. . .”),  
which appeared on Kostenko’s Facebook page on March 6, 2022, is more popular today 
than ever before thanks to the internet reposts. This fragment is given below: 

Це ж треба мати сатанинський намір, 
чаїть в собі невиліковний сказ, 
щоб тяжко так знущатися над нами 
та ще й у всьому звинуватить нас! 

Their satan plannings always were much rougher, 
The rabies was well hidden deep inside,  
It can't be cured, and that is why we suffer, 
And victim blaming just an extra bloody bite! (Translated by Olha Vakhromova, 
April 26, 2022b) 

Other popular quotes from the novel “Berestechko” appearing on Twitter and 
Facebook are those: “Rozp’yato nas mizh zakhodom i skhodom…” (“Between them all we suffer 
the damnation”)1 and “My voїny. Ne ledari. Ne lezhni…” (“Warriors we are. No lazy. No inert”):  

 
1 Розп’ято нас між Заходом і Сходом.  
Що не орел – печінку нам довбе.  
Зласкався, доле, над моїм народом,  
щоб він не дався знівечить себе.  
Between them all we suffer the damnation. 
And any eagle just has our liver willed. 
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Ми воїни. Не ледарі. Не лежні  
І наше діло праведне й святе  
Бо хто за що, а ми за незалежність  
Отож нам так і важко через те.  

Warriors we are. No lazy. No inert  
Our cause is saint and right,  
We stand for independence,  
This makes so tough our fight. (UCU_University, May 23, 2022) 

It is a telling fact that the quoted above fragment appeared in anonymous 
translation into English on different social platforms: on March 19, 2022, when Lina 
Kostenko was celebrating her 92nd birthday, a bilingual (Russian and Ukrainian) online 
journal “New Time of the Country” published this stanza in the post “HB (Новое Время)  
to our legend Lina Kostenko.” It was retweeted on the official Twitter account 
“Ukraine/Україна: Ukraine Government Organization” that very day (Ukraine/Україна 
2022) and on the official page of Ukrainian Catholic University on May 23, 2022 
(UCU_University 2022). 

In Ukrainian, all the above stanzas from the poem “Berestechko,” as well  
as a separate short poem “I zhakh, i krov, i smert′, i vidchaĭ...,” were published by news agency 
company Ukrainian Independent Information Agency (UNIAN) on Lina Kostenko’s birthday 
(Pikulina 2022). This relatively new poem by Lina Kostenko, “I zhakh, i krov., i smert′,  
i vidchaĭ...,” the one directly exposing Putin’s ongoing war against Ukraine, quickly became 
popular and recognizable by its first line. The history of its creation is worthy of separate 
mentioning. On March 19, 2015, Kostenko celebrated her 85th birthday. And the day 
before, she joined the humanitarian action “Second Front of the Anti-Terrorist Operation.” 
Humanitarian aid and books were collected for the soldiers of the volunteer battalion 
“Kyiv-1” and for the children who remained in the anti-terrorist operation zone. Kostenko 
handed over to the front several collections of her poems with words of support. On the 
title page of one of her books taken to the frontline she wrote a poem by hand,  
“I zhakh, i krov...,” which instantly flew around the Internet:  

І жах, і кров, і смерть, і відчай, 
І клекіт хижої орди, 
Маленький сірий чоловічок 
Накоїв чорної біди. 
Це звір огидної породи, 
Лох-Несс холодної Неви. 
Куди ж ви дивитесь, народи?! 
Сьогодні ми, а завтра – ви. (Druhyĭ front Liny Kоstenko 2015)  

Horror, blood, death, and despair,  
The screeching of a vulture’s horde, 
A little gray man  
Has brought a black scourge.  

 
Dear destiny, have mercy on my nation, 
So we won't let the horde to get us killed! 
(Translated by Olha Vakhromova, April 26, 2022a) 
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This is a beast of a dreadful breed,  
The Loch Ness monster of the cold Neva.  
Which way are you looking, peoples?!  
Today’s our turn, tomorrow is – yours! (Translated by Svitlana Budzhak-Jones, in 
open access) 

Among more recent translations of Kostenko’s poetry into English one can come 
across a poem “Shche nazva ye, a richky vzhe nemaye…” (“The river’s gone, the name 
remains”) on the Twitter page of Boris Dralyuk, tweeted on December 5, 2022, with  
the translator’s comment: “May both the landscape of Ukraine, now scarred, and the 
beautiful names of its rivers and valleys, towns and villages, arise and flourish!” (Dralyuk 
2022).  Fans of Lina Kostenko’s creative work maintain a page on Twitter, where they 
present her aphorisms, quotes from longer works and her short poems (@L_Kostenko).1 
Concurrently, Ukrainian media, retweets and reposts broadly attribute to Lina Kostenko 
such poems as “A Stolen Spring” (Ukradena vesna) and “When the war ends...” (Koly 
zakinchytsi͡a viĭna…), although the real authors of these poems are Olena Horhol′-Ihnat′i͡eva 
(2022) and Halyna Potopli͡ak (2022), respectively. The poem “Ukradena vesna” was first 
published on March 17, 2022, by Horhol-Ihnatieva and the poem “Koly zakinchytsia viĭna…” 
on August 23, 2022, by Potopli͡ak. The phenomenon of their attribution to Lina Kostenko 
in subsequent reposts proves the authority of Lina Kostenko as a people’s poet.  

These and other poems on social networks help to explicate and debunk Putin’s 
myths about the absence of a separate Ukrainian people and its separate history.  
The main strategy of dissecting Putin’s war crimes through poetic means is inverted and 
restructured opposites, for example, as in the poem “Horror, blood, death, and despair...,” 
which metaphorically points to Putin as “the Loch Ness monster of the cold Neva” back 
in 2015. Poetry turns out to be extremely effective in getting to the bottom of the imperial 
semiotic space in Russian-Ukrainian historical relations. 

 

6. Discussion and Conclusion  

Ukrainian folk voices and genres in cyberspace have been greatly versatile ranging from 
ritual folklore, folk epic and small folklore genres to children’s folklore and songs  
to post-folklore. Additionally, new genres have appeared, as well as numerous remakes 
of songs, poetic mystifications, and anonymous translations. The analysis of the data 
presented in this article shows that people’s creativity manifested on social platforms and 
in electronic media emerged as an effective vehicle of deconstructing Russian  
neo-imperial myths and propaganda and generating simultaneously a new culture  
of cyberwar while making their war globally visible.  

Critical discourse analysis, combined with the theory of deconstruction, structural-
semantic analysis and translation analysis, allows us to identify a set of strategies of 
deconstructing Russian Newspeak, peculiar to particular digital (folklore) genres and 
parodistic translation in the media. Linguistic deconstruction of Russian myths serves  
not only as an important warning about real threats, but also as a means of  

 
1 See: https://twitter.com/L_Kostenko  

https://twitter.com/L_Kostenko
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anticipating and combating them. In the Ukrainian deconstructive translation, the basic 
strategy is resorting to parody: Russian political statements and slogans are stripped of 
their initially intended meaning and imbued with a new meaning which ridicules their 
semantic value in various ways. The leading deconstructive translation procedures  
are neologization, wordplay, transcribed borrowing with a transfer of meaning, as well  
as ironic word formation. Ironic word formation, which happens to be predominantly 
onomastic and vocabulary-based, is a broader technique that embraces translation, 
transcoding (formal calquing), a term or name borrowing, and its semantic development 
in the Ukrainian language.  

Humorous dismantling of Russian neo-imperial myths in such verbal genres  
of digital folklore as reinterpreted traditional proverbs, new jokes, funny aphorisms,  
and facetious quotes (written mainly in Ukrainian, but also occurring in Russian) proceeds 
by using the following strategies: creation of new narrative framings; contextual semantic 
development in jokes of homonyms- or homographs-based word play (including 
interlingual homonymy); creation of wellerism-like ironic statements/aphorisms (built on 
play with coherence and logic); and facetious recontextualization of the original Russian 
Newspeak concepts.  

In syncretic genres of digital folklore, which represent new folklore genres, such 
as comical pictures, memes, and cartoons (I considered only the works of art belonging 
to these genres which either already became anonymous, or are in transition to 
anonymity), the deconstruction of Russian geopolitical, cultural, and historical narratives 
and reminiscences presents itself in the strategy of creating a paradox, which, more 
frequently, demonstrates a conceptual conflict between the image and inscription to it 
or, in rarer cases, a cognitive conflict encoded in the image itself (if the image is not 
accompanied by any inscription).  

The social platforms users’ experience of explicating Putin’s war crimes and 
debunking colonial myths by poetic means has been analyzed in the case of original 
verses by Lina Kostenko and public mystifications of her poetry. The strategy of 
restructured opposites has been used by Kostenko in her original verses revealing Putin’s 
rhetoric, and Kostenko’s fans turn to the strategy of poetic mystification or attributing  
a poem they liked to a well-known and authoritative author in order to make the text, 
considered to be important, more widely distributed and more influential.  

By means of deconstructive strategies spontaneously applied in humorous 
translation and digital folklore, Ukrainian civilians demonstrate their ability to influence 
the ongoing conflict in real time via virtual conversations aimed at debunking Russian 
militaristic myths and narratives. A deconstructive approach and humor as a tool  
of dismantling the Kremlin’s Newspeak have shown their joint effectiveness on social 
platforms. The most popular humorous forms and genres of digital folklore, explored  
in this article, constitute a feature of contemporary people’s cyberwar.  

A promising prospect for further research is the analysis of parodistic translation 
and various genres of digital folklore within the theoretical framework of war cultures  
as a new stage in a cyber war, which globally engages Ukrainian communities in  
virtual battles, namely, as a people’s cyber war. Therefore, the prospect for  
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further research consists in the historical, linguo-semiotic, and discursive analysis of  
the concept of war culture from the cyberwar perspective, as a new age of cyberwar 
culture, in comparison with the 20th-century war cultures, starting from WWI (see Smith 
2007; Horne and Kramer 2001; Audoin-Rouzeau and Becker 2003). What is new in  
the history of warfare is the combination of technology and participatory democracy 
introducing a new element — Ukrainian digital folklore, or the direct, sustained,  
and spontaneously unifying engagement of civilians in ways that span the globe.  
The methodology of further research, thus, may be extended to historical method and  
the method of historical analogy, classification, and typological analysis.   
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