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1 Introduction 

On 6 March 2006 the City Council in Ukraine’s second largest city, 
Kharkiv1 – which is located in the north-eastern part of the country, not far 
from the Russian border – decided that the Russian language should have the 
status of a “regional language”. This meant that Russian could be used in for 
instance official correspondence, documentation and announcements on par 
with Ukrainian, the only state language in Ukraine. This was not the first 
time the Kharkiv City Council challenged central state legislation regarding 
language use but at this point something had changed. The European Char-
ter for Regional or Minority Languages (ECMRL) had, after years of politi-
cal controversy, been ratified and had entered into force in Ukraine on 1 
January 2006, thus paving the way for new policies in the language sphere.2 
Reactions to the measures taken by the Kharkiv City Council followed. 
Other cities in the eastern part of Ukraine took similar decisions in April and 
May 2006. Ukrainian central authorities condemned and opposed these deci-
sions, saying they were unconstitutional, that no Ukrainian laws allow for 
regional authorities to decide upon language politics or determine the status 
of languages, and that these decisions even rested upon a misinterpretation 
of the ECRML.3 Domestic as well as foreign commentators made their 
analyses, judgements and observations.4 Why did this decision attract so 

                               
1 I transcribe from Ukrainian, with the exception of interviews conducted in Russian where 
the transcription naturally will be from Russian. This means that Kharkiv will have two dif-
ferent names throughout the text. Thus, Kharkiv and Khar’kov is the same city, the former 
transcribed from Ukrainian and the latter from Russian. This usage applies to other city names 
such as L’viv (Ukrainian) and L’vov (Russian), Kyiv (Ukrainian) and Kiev (Russian). For a 
comparison of Ukrainian and Russian languages concerning certain aspects such as grammar 
and vocabulary, see Bilaniuk (2005:203-208). 
2 According to a Russian news site the then mayor of Kharkiv, Vladimir Shumilkin said that 
“after the Verkhovna Rada’s ratification of the European Charter for regional languages (sic) 
in the end of the previous year, our specialists studied everything closely and prepared the 
corresponding documents. We worked through all our steps exclusively within the limits of 
the legislation currently in force.” See “V Khar’kove russkii iazyk stal ofitsial’nym”. The 
Parliamentary elections of March 2006 where the Party of Regions came out as the strongest 
party was an additional factor for this issue to become more pertinent at this point since the 
Party of Regions had taken up the language issue during the election campaign, supporting 
Russian as “second official language”. 
3 See Varfolomeyev (2006) and “Legal interpretations of the Ministry of Justice on ‘Regional 
Languages’”. 
4 See UKL #390 (4 May 2006), #391 (24 May 2006), #392 (2 June 2006) and #393 (23 June 
2006). (UKL = The Ukrainian List, compiled by Dominique Arel). 
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much attention? This particular incident embodies several dimensions of the 
language issue in contemporary Ukraine, such as discussions about language 
rights – not least whose rights should be protected where and by whom – and 
the gap between theory and practice, the gap between legislation and imple-
mentation of it, adaptation to international recommendations in the legisla-
tive sphere, and competition over interests between regions and the centre. 
Ukrainian language legislation states that Ukrainian is the only state lan-
guage, and that Russian is one of many minority languages. Ukrainian legis-
lation provides quite extensive language rights to ethnic groups (national 
minorities) which make up a majority in a specific region, city or village, i.e. 
that languages of national minorities can be used in parallel with the state 
language in certain capacities if the specific ethnic group which uses the 
language constitutes the majority of the population.5 However, Russian-
speakers are not necessarily ethnic Russians. According to various estimates 
somewhere between 30 and 50 percent of the Ukrainian population use Rus-
sian as their primary language. Proponents of rights relating to the Russian-
speaking population have supported the ratification of ECMRL, as in 
Kharkiv. Some of the critique against the ratification was based upon the 
argument that ECMRL is ill-fitted for Ukraine. It has been argued that it is 
designed for other types of societies with small minority groups that need 
support for their languages and cultures, not for a society like Ukraine where 
the nominal majority in some cases can be seen as the actual linguistic mi-
nority, and that accordingly, the “Charter would promote the dominance of 
Russian language and culture” (Stepanenko 2001:324).  

This book, however, will not focus on elite debates or analyse measures 
taken by authorities. The study will focus on how people in general deal with 
and talk about the language issue as one aspect of change in post-Soviet 
Ukrainian society. The overall aim is to examine the population’s percep-
tions of and responses to the current language situation. 

1.1 The context of the study 
The nation-state and national or ethnic communities have often been at the 
centre of attention in literature that discusses social change and potential 
language conflict.6 The role of language in society has been examined from 
a variety of perspectives related to identity formation, power-relations, 
rights, and inter- and intra-group relations (e.g. Tollefson 1991, Baker 1992, 
Skutnabb-Kangas and Phillipson 1995, Edwards 1994, Wright 1995, 1998, 

                               
5 See Kulyk (2002) and Stepanenko (2001, 2003) for examinations of Ukrainian language 
legislation. 
6 The concepts of change and conflict will be outlined below and discussed further in Chapter 
2. 
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Fishman 1997, May 2001), with a range in focus from the single individual 
to international organisations. In theory as well as in empirical studies, lan-
guage and identity politics has been interwoven with the right to self-
determination. A language has been seen as a political symbol, as an aspect 
in cultural and/or political movements’ struggles for independence, auton-
omy or greater self-determination. It has also been conceived of as a symbol 
for loyalty or allegiance to a state, a region or a group (cf. Tollefson 1991, 
Eriksen 1997, Wright 2000, May 2001, Spolsky 2004).7 Needless to say, 
languages are fundamental to everyday life: they are central in domains such 
as education, public administration, popular culture, and the mass media. 
Languages have been granted an important role in relation to the formation 
of the (modern European) nation-state; where the aims of nation-builders 
have been the creation of a community of communication and group identity 
among others through linguistic assimilation (Wright 2000, 2004). The 
Ukrainian case is interesting in that it provides an illustration of how the role 
of language in nation-building processes becomes highly topical. This case 
also concerns other dimensions of the role of language in society as it dem-
onstrates how general discussions about linguistic human rights (LHRs)8 
may possibly affect concrete language issues. In this study I will show that 
these two dimensions, the monolingual nation-state and the principle of indi-
vidual linguistic rights, are relevant to discussions on the role of language in 
society also on the level of the general population in present-day Ukraine. 
Furthermore, I have found that the potential tension between stating support 
of such principles, also relating to questions about bilingualism, and one’s 
own actual practices makes an investigating of motivation in language policy 
a highly interesting field of inquiry.9

                               
7 Political or cultural opposition may also be based on or associated with language opposition, 
such as in the case of Basque resistance to the Franco-regime in Spain (Ager 1997:29). 
8 LHRs concern basic human rights with a focus on language, and according to Phillipson, 
Rannut and Skutnabb-Kangas (1995:2), observing LHRs at an individual level implies that 
everyone can identify positively with their mother tongue, and have that identification re-
spected by others, to have the right to learn the mother tongue, and to have the right to use it 
in certain (official) contexts. Furthermore, on a collective level, observing LHRs implies the 
right of minority groups to exist and “the right to enjoy and develop their language and the 
right for minorities to establish and maintain schools and other educational institutions, with 
control of curricula and teaching in their own languages. It also involves guarantees of repre-
sentation in the political affairs of the state, and the granting of autonomy to administer mat-
ters internal to the groups, at least in the fields of culture, education, religion, information, and 
social affairs, with the financial means, through taxation or grants, to fulfil these functions.” 
One example of how such principles may come to matter in the Ukrainian case is the ECRML 
which will be discussed in more detail in Chapters 2 and 3. 
9 The concept of motivation will be discussed further in Chapter 2, but it entails a notion of 
conscious or unconscious stimulus for action and intellectual justification. It is important to 
point out that in my use of the term language policy I do not refer to activities of policy mak-
ers, those in power or authorities who have the “capacity to propose legislation or ensure 
administrative action” (Ager 1999:1). In this study, language policy will be used with refer-
ence to activities of ordinary people, individuals, but not in the strict sense of policy as a 
definite course or method of action, or as set of decisions designed to carry out a chosen 
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After the demise of the Soviet Union the former republics have been in-
volved in similar processes of state- and nation-building. These processes 
have affected relations between various groups within and between the 
states, and at the same time have been connected to identity (re)formation 
with respect to the general population (e.g. Laitin 1998, Kolstø 2000, Smith 
et al. 1998, Landau and Kellner-Heinkele 2001). Questions concerning the 
role of language in these processes have had a prominent place in many of 
the studies of the post-Soviet states.10 This is related to the role of languages 
in forming and retaining identities during the Soviet period, and subse-
quently, how questions concerning language became a major issue in many 
of the republics on the eve of the break-down of the Soviet Union. Jacob M. 
Landau and Barbara Kellner-Heinkele (2001:5) have pointed out that “the 
commonality of language was and has remained an important factor, often 
the decisive element in both identity self-perception and ethno-cultural con-
flict.” Language-related conflicts within Ukraine, as well as between 
Ukraine and Russia, find parallels in language-related conflicts between 
Russia and other countries, or within other countries in the so-called “near 
abroad”, notably Estonia and Latvia (cf. Laitin 1996, 1998, Priedīte 1997, 
Ozolins 2003), but also in other post-Soviet republics such as the Central 
Asian ones and Azerbaijan (Landau and Kellner-Heinkele 2001) and 
Moldova (Ciscel 2006). 

Ukrainian society has gone through enormous social and political changes 
since achieving independence in 1991 and up to the 2004 Orange Revolu-
tion.11 Research on post-Soviet Ukrainian society has to a large extent fo-
cused on cleavages, notably ethnic, linguistic, religious and regional ones, 
and how these affect state- and nation-building processes (Kuzio 1998a, 
1998b, Harasymiw 2002, Kuzio and D’Anieri 2002). These studies have also 
concerned the language issue and how this is associated with other dimen-
sions of social change and potential conflict, the reinterpretation of past 

                                                                                                                             
course of actions (cf. Webster’s Third New International Dictionary). See further elaboration 
in Chapter 2 of how the concept of language policy will be used in this study. Here it suffices 
to say that it encompasses three dimensions: language practices, language beliefs and lan-
guage management. A personal explanation for my interest in this topic is that as a Norwegian 
I have grown up with continuous language debates on a public as well as on a private level. I 
found similarities between these debates and the Ukrainian ones, not only at the present time 
but also historically, which spurred my interest in this particular case further. 
10 It has been asserted that the role of language in nation-building has been central in the post-
Soviet republics: “peoples and groups in the ex-Soviet states, including the six new Muslim 
ones, are looking into their own past for the cultural elements suppressed under the Soviets. 
This they do in an attempt to authenticate their distinguishing characteristics, consciously or 
unconsciously seeking to shape the national identities. Special emphasis is laid on their re-
spective languages – in an energizing, mobilizing, and unifying effort which aims at strength-
ening their ethnic identity” (Landau and Kellner-Heinkele 2001:4). 
11 The actual time-frame of this study goes up to early 2005, hence I will not focus on events 
taking place after that, with the exception of discussions concerning the ratification of the 
ECRML.  
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events and expectations on the future (cf. Arel 1995a, 1995b, Wanner 1998, 
Shulman 1998b, 2004, Janmaat 2000, Barrington 2002a). The geographer 
Jan Germen Janmaat (2000) has examined the nation-building policies of the 
central authorities with a focus on educational policies, and analysed the 
responses of the Russian-speaking population. This is an important field of 
inquiry not least since the educational sphere is important in the socialisation 
of new generations. In my thesis, however, I will leave processes of state- 
and nation-building somewhat aside, rather seeing these as constituting the 
back-drop of the study.12 Scholars have examined identity-formation and 
responses to nation-building processes in Ukraine with a specific interest in 
the Russian-speaking population (Laitin 1998, Janmaat 2000), or had more 
of a focus on discussions on and responses to the language issue among the 
elite (Arel 1993, Kuzio 1998, Shulman 1998b). Whereas reactions of Rus-
sian-speakers to state-and nation-building were pertinent shortly after the 
break-up of the Soviet Union, the time has come to focus more on the possi-
ble effects of these processes, and to examine how and why the language 
issue is still relevant to Russian-speakers, Ukrainian-speakers and bilinguals 
alike (cf. Zalizniak and Masenko 2001, Bilaniuk 2005). In addition, this case 
is particularly interesting given that it is not evident which groups form mi-
norities and majorities in relation to the language issue in contemporary 
Ukraine.13

1.2 Central concepts, aims and research questions 
Previous studies of language issues in Ukraine have examined how authori-
ties and population alike have viewed and treated the Russian and Ukrainian 
languages and how different language beliefs have been related to the two 
languages (e.g. Wexler 1974, Shevelov 1989, Bilaniuk 2003, 2004, 2005). I 
aim to add to this research by examining language practices, language be-
liefs and language management in interaction, and how motivation may be 
seen as central to language policies in a society undergoing vast changes, but 
also how perceptions of the past may impact current practices.14 The above-

                               
12 I will thus not analyse state policies (e.g. on education, mass media, culture, etc.) as such. 
13 I should point out that a definition of a minority does need not be on a numerical level; 
rather a minority can be described as “a collectivity that is characterized by its powerlessness 
in deciding its own fate. This powerlessness even extends to its choice or lack of choice of 
language in administration, commerce, education, and religion” (Ross 1979:6, cf. Tollefson 
1991, Sövik 2006a). This is held to also affect the formation of identity: “a minority’s identity 
is not endogenously defined by the group itself but is, rather, exogenously defined and coer-
cively enforced by the majority upon the minority. This process often leads to the minority 
internalizing an image of itself as inherently inferior” (Ross 1979:6). 
14 In general, changes in society can be an outcome of various factors such as the physical 
environment, population, discovery and invention, cultural diffusion, ideology, and decision-
making (Cooper 1989:164pp). I am not discussing factors of change, but rather how individu-
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mentioned concepts will be discussed further in Chapter 2. At this point I 
will introduce certain concepts that are central in order to outline some of the 
thesis’ underlying assumptions. 

Language is clearly not a given entity but is undergoing constant change 
and elaboration, a process that happens gradually through the speech com-
munity’s usage. Yet, languages may be sanctified ideologically (Fishman 
1997), which may lead to attempts at keeping a language “pure” and static. 
Such a practice may also exclude those who do not master the “correct” 
code, hence linking language to power. Sue Wright (2004:2) has pointed out 
that “[l]anguage is the means by which we conduct our social lives and is 
foremost among the factors that allow us to construct human communities 
/…/ language plays a major role in the constitution of groups, and normative 
behaviour (observing language rules) and prescriptive behaviour (enforcing 
language rules)”. Wright goes on to say that “language can be a tool for in-
clusion and exclusion” and that “language builds human societies, solidarity 
and cooperation but it also plays a crucial role in the distribution of power 
and resources within a society and among societies” (ibid).15 Dennis Ager 
(2001:3-4) points out that “the use of language is not simply an automatic 
response to the environment” and that the speaker/sender is communicating 
“from within a setting of which he or she is consciously aware to a greater or 
lesser degree /…/ Usually, and certainly when the purpose of communication 
is interaction, the sender is aware of the intended recipient and their envi-
ronment.” I believe that in addition to seeing language as a means for ex-
pressing identity, exercising power and creating boundaries, a language can 
also be regarded as a commodity, facilitating both social and geographical 
mobility. I will elaborate further on these points in Chapter 2 and I will dis-
cuss the history, development, status and role of the Ukrainian language in 
Chapter 3. 

Language situation is a basic concept which concerns the role and place 
of language in society. A language situation has been defined as “the total 
configuration of language use at a given time and place, including such data 
as how many and what kinds of languages are spoken in the area by how 
many people, under what circumstances, and what the attitudes and beliefs 
about languages held by the members of the community are” (Ferguson 
(1966), cf. Laitin 1996). This definition captures several points of interest for 
this study even though I will not attempt at describing the “total configura-
tion of language use”. By pointing to circumstances, this definition under-
lines that language practices are not static or constant, but rather subject to 
social conditions, and that attitudes and beliefs may in one way or the other 

                                                                                                                             
als respond to social and political change, and how these changes may lead to or induce fur-
ther change. I thus see social and political change as a fact, and I do not aim at examining 
reasons for change. 
15 Following Maria Wingstedt (1998) I also wish to point out that my focus is not on ideology 
in language or how power relationships are conveyed and reproduced via language. 
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promote or obstruct the use of a certain language variety16 in the wider soci-
ety. No language situation is unambiguous in the sense that it can be fully 
“uncovered”. Yet, as I will argue in the section on material and method, by 
combining quantitative and qualitative methods, I will be able to discuss a 
broader range of dimensions relating to this definition of language situation. 

Political change is understood as processes relating to changes in state in-
stitutions, different kinds of new policies (e.g. changes in language policies, 
educational policies, media policies, etc.) that influence the citizens and 
which might also influence identity formation. Political changes in Ukraine 
have influenced people in a concrete way in the sense that they have become 
Ukrainian citizens and live in a Ukrainian independent state. Ukrainians 
have a Ukrainian president and a Ukrainian parliament, in the military one 
swears allegiance to the Ukrainian state and its integrity, and promises to 
safeguard the state and its citizens.17 In school children learn Ukrainian his-
tory from a different perspective in comparison to previous times.18 Fur-
thermore, school children learn the Ukrainian language as the state language. 
These aspects are related to nation-building and formation of a national iden-
tity (to be discussed further in Chapter 2). Political changes are part of the 
wider social changes, but the impact of these is less obvious since they are 
not so clearly visible as a flag or a currency, a president or a map showing 
the new state boundaries. Social changes relate to the changing structure of 
society that influence people’s lives. Here, this concerns changes from a 
previously Soviet planned economy to a market economy, orientations to-
wards new sets of values, ideological changes; matters that affect a person’s 
material as well as intellectual life, self-definition and the representation of 
self. This relates also to concepts such as linguistic, symbolic or cultural 
capital (Bourdieu 1991, Loos 2000). Political power positions as such are not 
all that counts. Some of those who previously found themselves in attractive 

                               
16 I will use the term variety as a designation for language that does not distinguish between 
e.g. standardised languages and dialects. Linguistic variety thus refers to an “identifiable 
language system which is used in particular geographic or social situations and has its own 
linguistic norms” (Thomas and Wareing 1999:193). When it comes to definitions of varieties 
of language, I use the term state language to refer to the language that is legally defined as the 
language of the Ukrainian state according to the 1989 law on languages and the 1996 Consti-
tution. Standard or literary language refers to the codified variety of a certain language, in 
contrast to varieties that may be regarded as “substandard”; dialects or mixed languages 
which are not codified or standardised. In the Ukrainian context, Ukrainian and Russian lan-
guages are both standardised, codified languages, and there are also regional varieties, dialects 
or the Russian-Ukrainian mixture surzhyk which, in this context, often are considered sub-
standard. The concept of surzhyk is discussed further in section 1.3.7. 
17 Obviously, in practice this may be a long and complicated process, see Fesiak (2002) on the 
problems in relation to teaching history and transmitting the national idea within the armed 
forces in post-Soviet Ukraine. 
18 On educational policies in post-Soviet Ukraine, especially with respect to teaching history 
see Popson (2001), Pivneva (2001) and Janmaat (2002). This will also be discussed further in 
Chapter 4. 

 19



positions associated with high social status (i.e. not direct political power) 
now believe they see their previous positions redefined, and their cultural 
capital being, so to speak, robbed of its value. Political and social changes 
are bound up with potential conflict, as these changes may disrupt a general 
social context of more or less stable patterns of values and beliefs, social 
positions and social identities. This interaction will be discussed in more 
detail in Chapter 2. 

The above may be summarised in the following basic assumption (as il-
lustrated in Fig. 1 below): times of change emphasise the role of language in 
society and make language conflict more noticeable. This is also captured in 
Bilaniuk’s (2005) observation that language debates and heightened aware-
ness concerning language policies often are connected to times of social 
change. As I demonstrate in the empirical part of the thesis, potential lan-
guage-related conflict is not only relevant with respect to groups or states; it 
can just as well be a matter of conflictual perceptions, attitudes and practices 
in relation to the single individual. I will discuss how individuals struggle 
with internal conflict and how an examination of this notion of conflict in-
forms us about compromises, pragmatic solutions and flexibility in relation 
to how one copes with or relates to changes in society – in this case from a 
point of departure in language debates. 
 
Figure 1.1 Basic assumption 
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My general aim is to examine how the role of language(s) in a society un-
dergoing change is understood and described by the population. My theo-
retical aim is to demonstrate how the concepts of conflict and change can be 
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used when studying language policy on the micro level. These aims will be 
attained by answering the following research questions: 
 
How do people in Kharkiv describe, explain and rationalise language policy 
in the context of changes in society? 
 
Which kinds of conflict can be identified in and extracted from discussions 
on the role of language in society? 
 
In addition I have a methodological aim which is to demonstrate how varia-
tion in one single case can be described and analysed with a combination of 
various qualitative and quantitative methods, i.e. how this can be a useful 
approach in this kind of research. In addition to attaining my methodological 
goal, I believe the question below will help me to answer the questions I 
posed above. 
 
How can a combination of methods be used as an approach for capturing 
and describing variation in responses to this specific language situation? 
 
There are some instances in particular where I believe that this research will 
contribute to our general knowledge about the language issue in contempo-
rary Ukraine, as well as about the population’s responses to political and 
social changes in post-Soviet Ukraine. In contrast to previous research on 
Ukraine with a focus on regional differences and the regions’ diverging his-
torical backgrounds as a central aspect of potential conflict in contemporary 
Ukrainian society, I will examine variation within one single city.19 A reason 
why Kharkiv is an interesting site of study in this context is that a single-site 
study of a large city in eastern Ukraine may not only add to our knowledge 
about contemporary Ukrainian society, but it may also surprise us in terms of 
rendering answers to our questions that may not fit completely with the, so 
to speak, ‘expected’ profile of an eastern Ukrainian urban educational cen-
tre.20 In addition, I believe this gives me an opening to follow the call for 
“further academic scrutiny of inherent nuances within ‘east’ and ‘west’ 
Ukraine” (Rodgers 2006a:157). 

                               
19 Some previous studies have focused on single sites, for instance, Louise Jackson (1998) 
conducted her research in Zaporizhzhia. Apart from that, some studies focused on several 
cities and some of these studies have also had the ambition to examine variation within re-
gions; Janmaat (2000): L’viv, Kyiv, Donets’k and Odesa; Wanner (1998); L’viv, Kyiv and 
Kharkiv; Rodgers (2006b); Luhans’k, Kharkiv, Sumy. 
20 The city, an urban area, is interesting in itself since this is where social changes can be 
expected to occur first and with greatest speed. In a Ukrainian context, the eastern urban areas 
have been mostly Russian-speaking, and modernity and progress have been associated with 
the Russian language (as I will discuss further in Chapters 3 and 4), hence it is interesting to 
examine whether changes can be detected in this particular environment. 
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By combining qualitative and quantitative methods I believe I will be able to 
build on and add to previously conducted research within several fields. This 
thesis is written within a multidisciplinary framework which has helped me 
demonstrate how one may fruitfully draw on theoretical and methodological 
insights from various disciplines (e.g. ethnology, political science, anthro-
pology, social psychology and sociology). Notably the research project of 
political scientist David D. Laitin (1998) has been a source of inspiration 
when it comes to an understanding of how it may be fruitful to combine 
quantitative and qualitative approaches, as has research carried out by 
Ukrainian researchers (e.g. Zalizniak and Masenko 2001). Also, the political 
scientist Lowell W. Barrington (2002b) makes a convincing case in arguing 
for how large-scale surveys and focus groups may be combined to examine 
and explain the lack of ethnic conflict in Ukraine. His arguments for combin-
ing the two approaches are similar to my own standpoint. Following the 
anthropologist Catherine Wanner (1998) I also aim to move beyond the di-
chotomous representation of the Ukrainian case, which in many instances 
leads to a simplification of the issue under examination. The research con-
ducted by the linguistic anthropologist Laada Bilaniuk (2003, 2004, 2005) 
has been an inspiration when it comes to my attempt to highlight inconsis-
tencies and variation, and try to examine and explain these features of con-
temporary Ukrainian society. 

An additional important contribution of this study is found in the focus on 
the general population, especially on the younger generation of Ukrainians 
who have have lived most of their lives in an independent Ukraine. Also, I 
do not focus solely on ethnic or linguistic groups, rather I set out to examine 
variation both within and between these and other social groups. This study 
reveals the tension between local, state-wide and international contexts, and 
how interpretations of the situation may vary with level or context. My find-
ings may be of significance for researchers not specifically interested in the 
Ukrainian case, but with a general interest in the role of language in society, 
relations between minorities and majorities, and perceptions of conflict in 
society. In accordance with Robert L. Cooper (1989) and Bernard Spolsky 
(2004) I hold that individuals’, families’, and communities’ language prac-
tices are also instances of language policy and may be examined as such, and 
I believe the micro level may be analysed in the same manner and just as 
fruitfully as the macro level. Individuals and individual motivation must be 
taken into account when examining societal changes, as “our macro stories 
must be made consistent with parallel stories told on a micro level” (Laitin 
1998:245). 

 22



1.3 Methods and material 
Before presenting the theoretical and analytic framework, I will introduce 
the empirical material and the research process that has preceded the writing 
of this thesis. Since my interest has been not only in the individual, idiosyn-
cratic response to the language situation but also in discernible trends, and 
the impact of identity (professional, ethnic, linguistic, etc.), age or back-
ground, I found that some of the issues I have examined during the research 
process might be studied in some more detail and complexity by combining 
quantitative and qualitative methods. I am not implying that I will tell a 
“truer truth” with this research. I will argue, though, that in contrast to re-
search employing either quantitative or qualitative methods I have had a 
toolbox that may be utilised for both explaining and exploring individual 
responses as well as more general trends and tendencies. My ambition was to 
thus combine a large-scale questionnaire21 with an ethnographical approach. 
The questionnaire would generate more general knowledge about attitudes to 
and beliefs about language issues in times of social change, and the ethno-
graphic approach would yield other insights, as claimed by social anthro-
pologist Ulf Hannerz’ (2003:176) asserting that anthropologists “may have 
detailed knowledge to show when something is not true at all, or not true 
everywhere, or not so simple” and that ethnography “can give a human face 
– better, yet, a number of different faces and voices – to large-scale, too eas-
ily anonymous processes.” Bilaniuk (2005:37-38) underscores this point too, 
when she discusses the use of life stories in the research she has conducted 
in Ukraine, as she was “surprised by the richness and complexity of the sto-
ries they told, particularly for people whose ethnic and linguistic affiliation 
seemed clear-cut prior to the interviews. These life stories underscore the 
limitations of census statistics that simply list ethnicity and language as in-
dexes of people’s identities”. By combining a questionnaire with interview 
material (both in-depth individual and group interviews), observations and 
other material gathered from various sources during fieldwork, I believe that 
I will be able to illuminate the issue from several sides. For instance, I may 
use one kind of material to either support, explain, elucidate or point to con-
tradictions in the other parts of the material. One of the strengths of group 
interviews as well as individual in-depth interviews is exploratory research 
or idea generation, and a deeper understanding of practices and beliefs, 
whereas “surveys can be more effective for determining the prevalence of 
any given attitude or experience” but are inherently limited in their range (cf. 
Morgan 1996). In that sense, I set the frames for the part of the stories to be 
told with the questionnaire data, while the interviewees have some more 
room for setting the agenda of what stories are to be told in interviews – but 

                               
21 See Appendix A on more information on background variables and overview over respon-
dents and Appendix B for an overview of the questions I have analysed in this study. 
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I still see all kinds of material as constituting parts to the same general story. 
In addition, I use other texts for creating a background to my analysis; arte-
facts from popular culture such as lyrics, plays, commercials, signs, as well 
as references to TV-programmes, official documents, legislation and news 
paper articles, etc. Some of these texts are presented in the form of illustra-
tions throughout the dissertation and some form part to the presentation of 
the general background (notably Chapters 3 and 4). I do not attempt to carry 
out a comprehensive analysis of these types of text in their own right be-
cause of the scope of the dissertation. 

1.3.1 The role of the researcher 
The sampling procedure will be discussed in more detail further below (and 
in Appendix A) whereas in this section, I will discuss the possible impact of 
the researcher on the collection of data, most notably when conducting inter-
views. I conducted all interviews, except for one group interview that was 
conducted by Kharkiv sociologist Olga Filippova (which I have not included 
in the empirical material). In the fall of 2004 she conducted an interview 
with students at one of the universities I had been to. She asked the same 
kind of questions and followed the same structure I had used, and presented 
herself as a “local researcher”, interested in the students’ views on the lan-
guage situation. We did this little experiment to get an idea about whether 
the data I collected through group interviews were very much influenced by 
my presence as a foreign researcher, or whether the kind of opinions and 
attitudes expressed would be communicated to a Ukrainian researcher as 
well.22 Although Filippova conducted only one interview, by comparing the 
content of her interview with the ones I conducted, I will argue that the ma-
terial I obtained during interviews was not communicated uniquely to me as 
a foreign researcher. Positive notions regarding the Ukrainian language were 
present in Filippova’s material as well. Hence, her being a Russian-speaking 
researcher from Kharkiv did not automatically have an impact on what opin-
ions the students felt comfortable expressing in comparison with what they 
told me. 

The impact of the setting is another important issue. The interviews with 
the students were conducted in university classrooms, during ordinary hours. 
This may have had an impact on how they responded to my questions, as 
they may have perceived the setting as one in which they should provide the 
“correct” answers (cf. discussion in Sövik 2004; Appendix A). However, the 
disagreement and discussion among students allows me to argue that even 

                               
22 Filippova remarked that what she considered to be the main difference between her and my 
interviews was that the students had more detailed explanations when they talked to me, 
whereas they assumed that she was familiar with the general historical background, relations 
with Russia, the border-area, etc. 
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though there might have been such tendencies this was far from an exclusive 
tactic. It seemed that many of these students have been trained to be critical 
and reflective, and they did certainly not shy away from debate. Even though 
some of the students could have acted “politically correct” and tried to tell 
me what they believed I wanted to hear, other students would oppose them-
selves to certain claims that were put forward. This corresponds to what has 
been labelled “the group effect”. According to sociologist David L. Morgan 
(1996:139) what “makes the discussion in focus groups more than the sum 
of separate individual interviews is the fact that the participants both query 
each other and explain themselves to each other” and this was something I 
have found several instances of in my material. The group interviews thus 
depended on the group dynamic and contained an important aspect of dis-
cussion and disagreement, or support and encouragement within the group. 
Thus, these interviews were not merely question-answer sessions, but the 
students also challenged each other’s views, and my role as interviewer was 
somewhat downplayed. These discussions might also have accentuated some 
of the views that were expressed but it never seemed to be the case that 
someone felt intimidated or was afraid to speak her or his mind. Another 
difference between individual and group interviews is that group interviews 
provide more room for reflection, and one may sit silent for a while before 
entering the exchange. 

With regards to what one may expect people to talk about or not to talk 
about during in-depth individual interviews versus focus groups, this has 
been researched, but there are no clear indications that the one method is 
“superior” to the other in that respect. The conclusion may simply be that 
they serve somewhat different functions in generating information and they 
thus complement each other (Morgan 1996). Also, on the topic of what peo-
ple choose to tell or not tell, and how they choose to emphasise one storyline 
over another, I will borrow Robert Atkinson’s (2002:136) reflections on “the 
scale of truthfulness”, saying that “there are scales of validity for all life 
stories, all autobiographies, all interviews. People cannot be, and don’t need 
to be, under oath when telling their life stories. Realistically, life story inter-
viewers should remember that it is possible that what they are getting from 
those they interview is not the whole truth. They can be pretty sure, how-
ever, that what they are getting are the stories the respondents want to tell.” 
As I stated above, I do not claim to uncover “the whole truth” and my inter-
est is first and foremost with what people told me, how they told it and 
which aspects they chose to highlight. I am aware that my presence as a for-
eign researcher may have influenced those stories to some degree, and that 
people may have exaggerated or understated certain aspects. In any case, 
however, I got the stories the interviewees chose to tell me, and in any case 
these will be interpretations of events that will be filtered through me, and 
my theoretical vantage point before becoming part of the empirical material 
of this thesis. 
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1.3.2 The issue of language: Terms, definitions, concepts and 
… simply words? 

In this section I will discuss language in terms of translation and definitions. 
In general, terms, concepts and definitions are part of the hard work of con-
ducting research. When the research itself is conducted in two different lan-
guages and written in a third – of which none is my first language – it gets 
even harder. I conducted all interviews and took part in designing the ques-
tionnaire in Russian and Ukrainian. Furthermore, I have analysed the inter-
views in Russian and Ukrainian and translated all quotes from the inter-
views.23 I have felt that my linguistic competence has been adequate for the 
kind of research I have conducted, but this is nevertheless a potential source 
of misinterpretations, loss of nuances or insufficient awareness of linguistic 
or cultural references. Yet, the question of translation not only concerns 
translation from the one language to the other, or from one culture to the 
other, but also how individuals interpret words and expressions within one 
language. Interpretation becomes an issue in any research on all levels, and 
thus the question of language does not only relate to the actual research but 
also to the way I render it in my writing. 

Some terms are so charged with meaning that they may hardly be used in 
their everyday, “neutral” guise.24 I have chosen to use only the term state 
language, not official language since this second term may encompass more 
meaning than the former, and is used inconsistently and to varying degrees 
interchangeably with other terms (cf. Pool 1990). Some terms are somehow 
ambiguous in themselves: nation is one such term, overlapping with the 
meaning of ethnicity on the one hand and with the state on the other. Hence, 
in some instances national and ethnic identity may be conceived of as syn-
onymous whereas in others, national identity as relating to the state may 
even be seen as in opposition to ethnic identity. It may be solved, as many 
scholars do, by explicitly referring to “the cultural nation” or “the political 
nation” to embody the two different meanings this may hold. Another term I 
have had issues with is identity, especially if it is contrasted with the pre-
sumably more process-oriented identification. In the end I found that identity 
works fine as a term in my work, being aware that it might signal a certain 
understanding to other people (that is not intended on my part), as “some 

                               
23 I should underline that the translations are rather close to the original texts. I have chosen 
not to edit the excerpts too much but rather stay as close to the original as possible and keep 
the spoken flavour. Hence, translations are verbatim rather than “literary”. 
24 I may mention some terms that I will use rather according to their “dictionary” meaning 
than as theoretical concepts. Narrative is the same as story, but describing a more coherent 
reciting of a sequence of events. Myth will be used to “designate a story, belief, or notion 
commonly held to be true but utterly without factual basis”. Symbol will be used as “some-
thing that stands for or suggests something else by reason of relationship, association, conven-
tion, or accidental but not intentional resemblance” (all definitions from Webster’s Third New 
International Dictionary). 
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kind of carved-in-stone permanence”, which it does not necessarily hold 
(Wong 2002). The term identity will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 
2. 

When some of these terms are put together – nation, nationality, ethnicity 
and identity – we get to the core of the terminological issue. During the So-
viet period the term national’nost’ (translated into English as nationality) 
“was primarily reflective of an individual’s ancestry and determined inde-
pendently of an individual’s citizenship and residence” and thus nationhood 
and nationality were codified as “social categories sharply distinct from 
statehood and citizenship” (Brubaker 1994:49). Nikolai Botev (2002:702, 
footnote 2) points out that “the terms nationality and ethnicity were often 
used by Soviet scholars interchangeably. The semantic difference according 
to some lay in the fact that the term nationality emphasizes the social context 
of the phenomenon, while ethnicity has biological overtones /…/ Others 
made the distinction on numerical ground, using nationality for larger groups 
and ethnicity for smaller ones.” This particular issue will be discussed fur-
ther in Section 3.2.6. Ukrainian can designate an ethnic Ukrainian or a 
Ukrainian citizen, whereas in this context Russian usually keeps the exclu-
sive meaning of being an ethnic designation (as most Russians in Ukraine 
are Ukrainian citizens). A Ukrainian national identity may refer to both eth-
nic Ukrainians “being Ukrainian” (culturally and politically) or to Ukrainian 
citizens irrespective of ethnic affiliation “being Ukrainian” (perhaps first and 
foremost politically). These two meanings often get blurred both in scholarly 
works and in everyday talk. Whether the interviewees talked about “being 
Ukrainian” with a reference to the inherited or cultural aspect of this term or 
with reference to the fact that they live in Ukraine holding a Ukrainian pass-
port, being Ukrainian citizens also depended on context. I follow Bilaniuk 
(2005) who points out that the term “Ukrainian” still carries definite conno-
tations of ethnic identity, and when I use Ukrainian or Russian it will be to 
refer to people’s own definitions of their ethnic/cultural affiliation. I will go 
along with conventions and use the term nationality in the meaning of eth-
nic/cultural identity; moreover, this is also consistent with the wording of the 
questionnaire. 

In the questionnaire there were three separate questions tapping the issue 
of identity. In addition to choosing to identify as “Ukrainian” or “Russian”, a 
third category of “both Ukrainian and Russian” was an option, and this will 
be used as an analytical category throughout the thesis. As I see it, these 
categories may cover both ethnic and civic national identities (see further 
discussion in Appendix A). When I refer to Ukrainian national identity I 
take into account both the ethnic (cultural) and the civic (political) aspect of 
this and, thus, the way I conceptualise the term national identity here will to 
a high degree be associated with the nation-state. Hence, unless specified, I 
do not define the Ukrainian nation in exclusively cultural or ancestral terms 
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– but in the empirical material this term has been used in that way, even pre-
dominantly so, I would say. 

Finally, the terminological issue is also related to language – native lan-
guage, mother tongue, first language, second language, or language of pref-
erence. Terms like native language or mother tongue are at times used am-
biguously, covering a lot of ground, or are taken as synonymous (cf. discus-
sion in Marshall 2002, Baker and Jones 1998:704). Native language most 
often signifies the language of an ethnic group, and in that sense Ukrainian is 
regarded as the native language of a large part of the population in Ukraine. 
When it comes to actual language use, on the other hand, numbers vary 
greatly (see Khmel’ko 2004). Ukrainians who use Russian in most interac-
tions on a daily basis may claim Ukrainian to be their native language since 
this is the language of the ethnic group or of the nationality they identify 
with, also when they are not fluent in Ukrainian (cf. Arel 2002b). When I 
refer to Ukrainian-speakers and Russian-speakers I do so mainly with refer-
ence to actual language usage to the degree that this is possible, again the 
picture is complicated with a third group of those who are using both lan-
guages. These designations do not refer to native language as this connotes 
more of a “cultural heritage” than the language an individual actually may 
know and use. 

1.3.3 A note on historiography  
I will not delve into history in this thesis, except for a general overview of 
the historical background of the contemporary language issue. It may never-
theless be useful to point out that I am aware of the terminological and con-
ceptual problems that arise when referring to the past with modern terminol-
ogy, i.e. when can we call the Ukrainian language a “Ukrainian” language, 
when does Ukrainian history become “Ukrainian”, from which time can we 
use the ethnonym Ukrainian for “Ukrainians”?25 On the one hand, there is a 
practical and also quite conventional usage of projecting modern terms back 
in time which is applied not only to Ukrainian history.26 On the other hand, 
such an anachronistic use of terms will tend to gloss over diversity, impose 
unity and commonality where this was historically not the case. This is what 
has been done in history books, not only in Ukraine but in all corners of the 
world; the past comes together into a continuous and coherent whole. Pre-
sent day interpretations are projected back in time, in order to demonstrate 
for instance how “we” always fought for freedom, or how the “nation” has 
felt, thought and acted for generations. This officially sanctioned history is 
                               
25 If there is a convenient way of expressing it otherwise, I will try to avoid anachronistic use 
of the adjective “Ukrainian” but I may use it even when it refers to a historical period when 
Ukraine did not exist if that is a simply more practical term. 
26 For a discussion of periodisation and terminology in Ukrainian history see Rudnytsky 
(1981:234-268). 

 28



what is most often taught in schools and exposed at museums, depending on 
to what degree alternative versions of the commonly accepted history can be 
challenged or not. Nevertheless, historiography became an issue for me in 
writing this thesis when analysing the interviews since people I interviewed 
articulated different historical narratives; they internalised and gave voice to 
different versions of what can be labelled “Ukrainian history”. Yet, it is nei-
ther my task nor in my interest to point out anachronistic or “wrong” inter-
pretations of historical events as such in the talk of the interviewees. It is 
rather my interest to point to and examine the differing and opposing ver-
sions of historical events, of people and their fates, and how the interviewees 
perceive present day events, especially concerning the language issue, in 
light of various interpretations of history (see Søvik 2006b). 

1.3.4 Working assumptions and research design 
In this research project I worked within the kind of “research cycle” ex-
plained in Tashakkori and Teddlie (1998:24-25); a chain of reasoning built 
upon both inductive logic (from grounded results to general inferences) and 
upon deductive logic (from general inferences to tentative hypotheses or 
predictions). How was this reflected in my research design and how did I go 
about conducting my research?27 I had a predefined interest in certain 
groups, not the Kharkiv population in general, and this was made explicit 
through some assumptions that guided my research design. Firstly, I con-
ducted it partly from the supposition that people with higher education, who 
were employed or expected to become employed in positions where lan-
guage would play an important role (with respect to communication with 
audiences, clients, customers, readers or students) would be more concerned 
with the language issue and would have given it more consideration than the 
“average” person in Kharkiv. Therefore, both interviews and questionnaire 
focused on certain professional groups; academics, cultural workers, journal-
ists and students, and not on other groups such as assembly line workers, 
farmers or plumbers. Secondly, I expected to find variation with respect to 
different age groups, sphere of communication and kind of profession; there-
fore the sampling was stratified according to age, field of study (e.g. natural 
sciences versus humanities) or whether respondents were employed in state 
service (police officers, custom officers), what I have called the semi-official 
sphere (university teachers, health care workers) or in the private sphere 
(hair dressers, journalists). As an example, I may mention that I was con-
scious about interviewing students from the humanities, social sciences and 
                               
27 It is important to notice that my fieldwork in Kharkiv was based on assumptions derived 
both from theoretical literature, other scholars’ research in Ukraine and from the work I did in 
Kyiv in April 2003, as well as my B.A. thesis in political science on the language issue in 
L’viv. Hence, the current research was directed and influenced by previous research, theoreti-
cal assumptions and my own experiences, values and interests. 
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natural sciences. The reason was that I assumed that there would be some 
discrepancy between the two broader groups of students due to the subjects 
they studied. Students from the humanities (and to some degree social sci-
ences) could in general be assumed to be predisposed to have positive atti-
tudes towards the Ukrainian language. Students in the natural sciences, sub-
jects that have all along been more dominated by and associated with the 
Russian language, could be expected to be inclined to be more positive to-
ward Russian, and less in favour of Ukrainian. Yet, as will be demonstrated 
in the analysis, this assumption was not sustained by my material. Together 
with the basic assumption illustrated in Fig. 1, these assumptions guided the 
design of my study and the formulation of research questions. 

Individual interviews and group interviews 
The in-depth interviews and group interviews were set up with help from 
friends and acquaintances, for instance university teachers I knew assisted 
me in approaching the students. The negative consequence could have been 
that I would have ended up interviewing rather homogeneous groups in 
terms of academic subjects and academic background. Since my acquaintan-
ces were affiliated with various universities and academies in Kharkiv, I 
found that the distribution of students in terms of academic subjects was 
sufficiently broad. On the other hand, I did not have any criteria for putting 
together groups when it came to language of instruction, socio-economic or 
geographic background, for instance. Rather, I asked for certain background 
information such as age, place of origin, nationality and native language ex 
post facto in order to get an impression of the groups’ composition. The 
population of my survey was far from homogeneous in beliefs and practices, 
and therefore the variation they represent may be valid to the general 
Kharkiv population. Yet, since the sampling procedure both when it came to 
interviewees and respondents to the questionnaire does not allow for gener-
alisations to the general population in Kharkiv, it would not be possible to 
infer to which degree they are representative or in which scope a certain 
attitude can be expected to be found among the general population in either 
Kharkiv or Ukraine. 

Overall, both group and individual interviews lasted approximately 45-60 
minutes and all interviewees were approached with the same initial question 
about how to describe the language situation in Kharkiv. The interviews thus 
treated a common theme but the interviewees were encouraged to speak as 
freely as possible on the subject. During the interviews I asked questions if 
certain specific themes had not already been touched upon by the inter-
viewee(s). These interviews may thus be labelled semi-structured. The group 
interviews were carried out in classrooms with groups consisting of 8 to 20 
participants. In the bigger groups not all students were active, and in most 
groups a few students dominated the floor. Since several perspectives were 
expressed and I therefore did not assume that one perspective was “si-
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lenced”, I did not interfere more than necessary as a mediator. A few inter-
views were held with two to four persons in more unofficial settings. The 
group interviews were originally meant to provide me with information for 
designing the questionnaire but when I had conducted a number in October 
2003 it became obvious to me that they were valuable sources of material for 
more than just that purpose. Thus, even though these interviews were not set 
up as actual “focus groups” (Morgan 1996, Eriksson 2006) I have used the 
material extensively when writing the thesis.28 Common to both types of 
interviews was the fact that I aimed at certain social groups as described 
above. 

All interviews were tape-recorded and transcribed by persons fluent in 
both Russian and Ukrainian to minimize the risk of misunderstandings on 
my part. I conducted the interviews, and most interviews were conducted in 
Russian, a few in Ukrainian, and all group interviews were conducted in 
Russian. I have indicated the language of the interview in all quotes. All 
interviewees were told that they could choose between Russian and Ukrain-
ian, but whether it was by habit, setting or linguistic competence, Russian 
was the preferred language. Only a few interviewees chose to carry out the 
interview in Ukrainian. Obviously, the more formal setting of the group in-
terviews, in classrooms at the university, may have induced the use of Rus-
sian. This is an important observation in itself and it is in line with general 
observations I made in Kharkiv, that Russian is the predominantly used lan-
guage, and that Ukrainian-speakers are in the habit of accommodating, or 
changing language practices, according to the setting. An additional interest-
ing observation in that respect was that only one of the around 50 students 
participating in group interviews put down her personal details in writing in 
Ukrainian – even though several of the students were Ukrainian-speakers or 
originated from western Ukraine. None of the interviewees wanted to be 
anonymous, but I have nevertheless chosen not to use names; instead I have 
indicated profession/field of study and year of birth. As mentioned I asked 
interviewees to specify their age, native language, nationality and place of 
origin as background information. This was an especially important point 
when it came to groups interviews since this kind of personal details were 
more rarely mentioned during the interview session, but it could give me an 
indication of the “general mode” of the groups (it would, for instance, 
probably have made a huge difference if half the group originated from 
western Ukraine). 

                               
28 Some of the groups may have been bigger than is generally recommended, but since discus-
sions were freely flowing and the students already knew each other, this may not have had 
any negative impact on the actual discussion. Additionally, I would argue that the fact that the 
students knew each other (how well depended on which year of study they were in) was a 
strength of these group interviews, since it heightened the effect of group dynamic.  
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Questionnaire 
The questionnaire was designed on the basis of several previous research 
projects, hence using the advantage of questions that have already been dis-
cussed and tested (Esaiasson et al. 2003). I used wordings, entire questions 
or adapted questions from surveys conducted both in Ukraine and elsewhere, 
focusing on similar issues, or having been developed according to similar 
theoretical points of departure.29 Some questions and many response alterna-
tives were formulated on the basis of the material from the interviews. The 
entire questionnaire was developed in cooperation with Olga Filippova, and 
she also conducted the pilot survey in early 2004. Unfortunately I did not 
have the opportunity to take part in that process, nor when the actual ques-
tionnaire was carried out. Questionnaires were distributed at work places or 
during classes at the university. Only one of the groups we initially decided 
upon was hard to approach, namely local politicians. As a result, this cate-
gory was excluded, and the number of respondents in some of the other 
categories was increased. A positive aspect of the approach was that we re-
ceived a very high response rate, a total of 800 questionnaires were col-
lected. The negative aspect was that some respondents may have felt com-
pelled to take part that might not have chosen to do so if approached differ-
ently. Yet, the respondents still had the possibility of not answering the ques-
tionnaire at all, or to refuse to answer some of the questions. One question 
asking about political preferences30 yielded a very low response rate, but 
apart from this none of the other questions had low response rates (all these 
issues are discussed further in Appendix A). One of the perhaps more prob-
lematic issues at stake when designing a questionnaire is how to deal with 
context and variation. One argument that has been put forward against large-
scale surveys is that questionnaires do not “mean much” because people 
answer de-contextualised questions, not taking account of possible impact of 
setting upon people’s attitudes and practices. Furthermore, it has been 
claimed that questionnaires do not leave any opening for variation in the 
attitudes of one person, i.e. assuming that attitudes are consistent and static 
(cf. Baker 2006). Also, it has been held that “indeterminacy of interpretation 
undermines attempts to develop standard measures of human behaviour” 
(Hammersley and Atkinson 1995:8). Others would not see large-scale sur-
                               
29 I would especially like to thank Sarah Birch for valuable assistance in providing me with 
access to the questionnaire of the research project she was part of, which was conducted in 
Ukraine in 1998. 
30 We asked which party the respondents had voted for in the last elections, where the low 
response rate is explained by the large part of young respondents. We also asked which party 
they perceived as closest to their own orientations and apart from the low response rate, we 
received a comment on this question saying that the respondent considered this irrelevant 
information. A reason people refused to answer this question may have been that political 
preferences were considered “too private”. On the other hand, a question about which charac-
teristics the respondents considered important for the political candidate they would vote for 
did not yield a low response rate. 
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veys as completely “meaningless” but nevertheless remain cautious. Even 
though they are critical to the use of questionnaires, Jonathan Potter and 
Margaret Wetherell (1987) maintain that these may also be designed in a 
way that can give prominence to ambiguities or contradictory responses. In 
addition to this point, I believe that questionnaires may be a useful instru-
ment in examining trends and general sentiments in a larger population, 
which is one way of examining the spread, acceptance or expression of be-
liefs and values. 

How the results turn out will of course depend on the questionnaire de-
sign, that is, the structuring, wording and ordering of questions. When de-
signing the questionnaire I have obviously tried to avoid the usual traps and 
pay attention to issues that are generally considered to affect the value of 
data obtained from questionnaires (cf. Hippler and Schwarz 1987, Krosnick 
1991, de Vaus 2001, Esaiasson et al. 2003). Before finalising the question-
naire, people were asked to read and evaluate the clarity of questions. In 
addition, the pilot questionnaire also gave some indications of response al-
ternatives that were not clear, and they were consequently altered in the final 
version. A potential inconsistency could arise from the fact that the ques-
tionnaire was available in both Russian and Ukrainian languages, but hope-
fully this did not result in wordings that could be differently interpreted (be-
yond the general potential for different interpretations with the individual 
respondents). In any case, it would not have been an option to conduct the 
questionnaire in only one of the languages due to the nature of the inquiry 
and since the aim was also to examine language practices. In addition to 
asking questions about language practices, obtaining data that concerned 
which version of the questionnaire the respondents chose would then be a 
source of information. One drawback here was that both versions were un-
fortunately not available from the beginning since it took longer to finalise 
the Ukrainian version than expected. We attempted to solve this by asking 
the first respondents to answer open-ended questions in Ukrainian if that was 
their preferred language. 

1.3.5 Combining quantitative and qualitative methods: How 
and when it was done 

There are several ways of combining methods (Morgan 1996, Tashakkori 
and Teddlie 1998). In some sense I used both the questionnaire and the in-
terviews as “follow-up methods” (Morgan 1996), hence not using either of 
the methods as the primary source of data. I went to Kharkiv for the first 
time in October 2003.31 At this point I aimed at conducting group interviews 

                               
31 Previous to this I had spent 3 weeks in L’viv in March 2002, collecting material for a BA 
thesis in political science on language attitudes in L’viv. I also spent one month in Kyiv in 
April 2003, where I conducted a pilot-survey among others with students and government 
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and in-depth interviews in order to get a “feel” for the language situation and 
to cover the ground before designing the questionnaire. By conducting inter-
views first I wanted to make sure that the questions in the questionnaire were 
relevant and adequate for this particular setting, and that response alterna-
tives were covered as well as possible. The process of designing the ques-
tionnaire started from October 2003, and it was completed and conducted 
during 2004. I went back to Kharkiv in August 2004 for some more field-
work, mainly interviews and observations (since Kharkiv’s 350th anniversary 
was celebrated that August). After having started to analyse the results from 
the questionnaire, I went back for the last time in March 2005 to conduct the 
final interviews. This time some of the rationale was also to get an impres-
sion of the post-Orange Revolution sentiments. 

Material from the interviews led to forming assumptions that could be 
tested in the questionnaire. Morgan (1996:134) points out that because “sur-
veys are inherently limited by the questions they ask, it is increasingly com-
mon to use focus groups to provide data on how the respondents themselves 
talk about the topics of the survey.” This is obviously one of the advantages 
of combining methods, and by using interviews one may also come across 
certain themes that might otherwise not have been included in the question-
naire. One example I will bring up as an illustration was that during inter-
views I noticed that there was a tendency that mentioning relatives in other 
parts of Ukraine or in Russia was coupled to opinions concerning the status 
of the Ukrainian versus the Russian language. Some persons who referred to 
relatives in Russia or Belarus expressed exclusively positive attitudes to the 
Russian language, for instance referred to Russian as an international lan-
guage, the common language of the eastern Slavs, or a more developed lan-
guage, and expressed less understanding as to why Russian should not be a 
second state language in Ukraine. Vice versa, some interviewees who re-
ferred to relatives in western Ukraine were more positive to the idea of 
Ukrainian as the only state language, and as the language that should unite 
Ukraine (cf. Sövik 2006a). Hence, in the section of background variables I 
included questions about where the respondents had relatives. Unfortunately, 
the frequencies of relatives in other regions of Ukraine were so low that 
these data did not yield much data for comparison with regards to the attitu-
dinal variables. This is nevertheless an example of how qualitative and quan-
titative data can be used to complement each other and give way to new hy-
potheses.  

In what may be called a third phase, August 2004 and March 2005, I con-
ducted more in-depth individual interviews on themes that emerged during 
the October 2003 fieldwork. In March 2005 I also discussed some of the 

                                                                                                                             
employees, conducted expert interviews and collected other material as preparation for my 
PhD-project. Hence, when I got to Kharkiv I already had some ideas about what I could ex-
pect to find, and previous experiences that I could use as points of comparisons.   
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results of the questionnaire with the interviewees. The initial idea was to 
conduct a series of interviews with persons who had taken part in the ques-
tionnaire. All respondents were asked whether they had additional thoughts 
and ideas on that subject that they wished to share, and they were encour-
aged to take part in an interview at a later point. Unfortunately, very few 
expressed an interest, but I conducted four interviews with such respondents 
in March 2005. Nevertheless, this way I got the opportunity to discuss some 
of the questions as well as the results in more detail, getting access to the 
respondents’ interpretations of and comments to the results. This is one more 
way of fruitfully combining qualitative and quantitative data in order to ex-
amine the questions in more detail, drawing upon different sources, which 
also are made to interact. 

1.3.6 Examining attitudes 
To a large degree, this thesis deals with language attitudes, not only attitudes 
towards one specific language but also attitudes towards bilingualism, since 
this is a case of a situation of two languages in contact.32 Over the years, 
there has been a shift from a more behaviourist view on attitudes as observ-
able behavioural responses to various stimuli, to more mentalist approaches, 
adhering to a view of a more complex structure of attitudes (Wingstedt 
1998). Social psychological literature distinguishes between three compo-
nents to the overarching notion of attitude; the cognitive aspect (knowledge), 
the affective aspect (attraction towards or rejection of an object) and the 
conative aspect (reaction or disposal to take action) (cf. Baker 1992, Ed-
wards 1994) – or, in John Edwards’ (1994:97) words, attitude consist of 
thoughts, feelings and predispositions to act upon these; “one knows or be-
lieves something, has some emotional reaction to it, and, therefore, may be 
assumed to act on this basis”. Yet, he also points out the frequent inconsis-
tency between assessed attitudes and actions presumably related to them. 
These three components of attitude are thus not seen as coherent or consis-
tent; they may be in conflict, and explain a discrepancy between overt, stated 
attitudes and practices, if underlying emotions and covert beliefs influence 
                               
32 It is to some degree only that I will discuss aspects of language mixing, code-switching and 
the issue of standard versus non-standard languages. There is an important urban/rural distinc-
tion when it comes to language use, and as will be discussed (especially in Ch. 8) interview-
ees actively used or talked about use of different registers based on standard Russian and 
Ukrainian as well as a mixture. As Bilaniuk (2005:120-121) clarifies, “there is a wide range of 
forces that led people to mix languages: settlement patterns leading to interethnic and linguis-
tic contact, interactions with representatives of a dominating regime, the desire to include 
features of a higher-status language in one’s own native speech, incomplete institutionaliza-
tion of standards, institutionalized language mixing (according to the Soviet policy of the 
flowing together of peoples and the ultimate disappearance of languages other than Russian), 
and the purposeful use of mixed language for humor. Also, once mixed languages became 
established in a community, using them signalled local solidarity. Thus, despite the stigma of 
using impure language, surzhyk persisted in many forms.” 
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readiness for action (Baker 1992, cf. Wingstedt 1998). One aspect of the 
measurement of language attitudes will then refer to questions on “knowl-
edge” about for instance language usage or language status; e.g. is a specific 
variety used in many or few domains, or in which domains is it used? As 
Ager (2001:128-129) points out, it “is impossible to measure accurately what 
people ‘know’ about a language code and about language in use /…/ The 
excellence of a language, its superiority or inferiority as a means of commu-
nication, simply cannot be objectively measured; what can be measured is 
the extent to which subjects think particular aspects of a language are good 
or bad, or are better or worse than those of competing means of communica-
tion”. Hence, this aspect of attitude refers not to absolute knowledge but to 
what the respondent believes to know about language practices or the “quali-
ties” of a language.33

Language attitudes can be investigated in three main ways, either by con-
tent analysis of societal treatment, by direct measurements or by indirect 
measurements. This study relies mainly on direct measurements, but also to 
some degree on analysis of social treatment (for an example of the third ap-
proach in a Ukrainian context, see Bilaniuk (2003), where the matched-guise 
test is used). Content analysis of the social treatments of language covers 
such areas as 

observational, participant-observation and ethnographic studies; demographic 
and census analyses; analyses of government and educational language poli-
cies; analysis of literature, government and business documents, newspapers, 
and broadcasting media; and analysis of prescriptive language books (Ryan, 
Giles and Hewstone 1988:1068). 

                               
33 In interviews these issues were treated in discussions on the status of Ukrainian and Russian 
languages, which roles they should have and why the respondents thought so. Examples of 
questionnaire items I have used that illustrate this kind of “knowledge” are questions such as: 
“In your opinion, how has the situation with the use of [Russian/Ukrainian] changed in com-
parison with the situation 15 years ago?” or “In your opinion, how often is [Ukrain-
ian/Russian] used in institutions of higher education in Kharkiv?” The affective aspect of 
language attitudes obviously refers to feeling about languages, likes and dislikes, attractive-
ness or unattractiveness, but as has been maintained – such characteristics of languages are 
often transferred to speakers of languages, hence it is “often difficult to tell whether those 
who condemn language varieties are condemning ‘bad’ language or ‘bad’ people, or whether 
they see any difference” (Ager 2001:132). I have probed emotional aspects in interviews by 
having interviewees discussing language related stereotypes, which were also one item in the 
questionnaire: “In your opinion, how can one describe the [Ukrainian/Russian] language?” 
The conative aspect refers to “what should be done.” This concerns actual language practices, 
e.g. learning a language or speaking a certain variety in a certain context, but also support of 
actions of others, e.g. state language regulations. Clearly, readiness to act is not the same as 
action, and preparedness to act is not the same as supporting the actions of others. Here, I 
asked about state policies and attitudes towards these, as well as language practices in a range 
of contexts, e.g. “I consider that my duty as a citizen of Ukraine is to use the Ukrainian lan-
guage.” 
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Hence, this dimension focuses more on the level of the society, not directly 
on the individual’s attitudes or language practices. It could rather be said that 
here the focus is on the “frames” that surround and have an impact on, or to 
some degree, determine the individual’s attitudes and practices. This study 
does not aim at a full ethnographic account of the language situation, but 
relies on shorter periods of participant observation. 

Attitudes, the social context and stereotyping 
Language attitudes cannot be reduced to psychological factors but must also 
account for the extent to which language is embedded in social, economic 
and political struggles. Since language attitudes can be said to “reflect power 
and social status between groups within a political framework” (St. Clair 
1982:168) this social and political context must be taken into account. 
Wingstedt (1997:13) points out that it is usually assumed that “attitudes to-
wards specific languages do not arise independently of social practices, but 
are taken to reflect broader aspects of societal relationships such as the posi-
tioning and status between social groups, and the general attitude towards 
‘Self’ (i.e. ingroup aspects) and ‘Other’ (outgroup aspects) that are fostered 
in such processes.” A variety of contexts may influence people’s language 
attitudes. Language varieties of subordinate groups are sometimes highly 
valued by this group, and positive qualities may be attached to this variety 
that does not reflect the group’s socio-economic or political status. The pos-
sibility of identifying with both an outgroup high status-language and an 
ingroup low status-language is most often discussed in terms of status and 
solidarity, and certain situations might be status-stressing, while others are 
solidarity-stressing (Ryan, Giles and Sebastian 1982). Further, overt prestige 
refers to high-status varieties, and associations evoked by this such as social 
status, intelligence or prestige, whereas covert prestige refers to for instance 
working-class speech, evoking associations with masculinity or integrity (cf. 
Edwards 1994). The stereotypes I will focus on in the analysis are what I 
have called language related, i.e. stereotypes which are associated with va-
rieties and speakers of these varieties. Here language-related stereotyping is 
understood as the way in which linguistic varieties come to represent images 
and/or characteristics of a certain speech community or language users 
(Woolard and Schieffelin 1994:61-62). Stereotypes can be “seen as provid-
ing the content of social categories” (Hewstone and Giles 1997:271). They 
thus have “social functions such as helping to understand large-scale social 
events, justifying a variety of social actions and preserving or creating posi-
tively valued differentiation between one’s own and other social groups” 
(Ruthland and Brown 2001:128). Both outgroups and ingroups can be sub-
ject to stereotypes. To stereotype one’s own group is a way of defending or 
explaining the status of the own group’s and its role in the social system. 
This accounts for why language-related stereotypes may be interconnected 
with both issues of ideology, identity and a conception of inequality, on the 
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one hand explaining the status of one’s own group but on the other hand 
making it possible to recognise unfairness in the present status and opt for 
changes (Turner and Brown 1978). 

1.3.7 Questions asked – and not asked 
Obviously, the way one asks questions may elicit different kinds of answers. 
For instance, Colin Baker (1992) has argued that a fruitful approach to ex-
amining attitudes towards bilingualism is to adopt a holistic view; an addi-
tive view where the sum of knowing two languages comes out as more than 
just knowing two separate languages. Baker criticises researchers adopting a 
conflict perspective when investigating language attitudes, putting one lan-
guage up against another, thus implying competition or that one language 
threatens the other.34 In Baker’s view, instead of assuming or suggesting that 
languages exist in a kind of balance, where “one increases at the expense of 
the other”, he would like to take an integrated view on bilingualism, suggest-
ing that “two languages can co-exist in a positive, helpful and mutually re-
ciprocating beneficial manner”, creating an image of “building together” 
rather than competing (ibid:77).35 I can only stress that I have attempted not 
to evoke associations of “competition” and “conflict” when asking respon-
dents and interviewees about the language situation in Kharkiv and Ukraine, 
even though I have not worked from a holistic perspective in Baker’s sense. 

Some questions may be harder to formulate than others, in this case I 
found that this was so with respect to questions concerning language prac-
tices and identity. One question I did not ask concerned one’s native lan-
guage. Since my interest was first and foremost with actual language prac-
tices, I decided that the category “native language” would not yield adequate 
information, especially since this would implicate and thus elicit clear-cut 
categories of “Ukrainian” or “Russian”. Yet, asking a question about native 
language might have given an indication of “loyalty” to the Ukrainian lan-
guage which could have been interesting in itself. Nevertheless, since the 
main theme of the study is language practices and language attitudes, assess-
ing actual language use was more pertinent. Thus, I asked a question about 
the language(s) one speak/spoke with parents. Throughout the dissertation, 
all instances of “home language” refer to the language(s) spoken with both 
parents, recoded from two separate questions on language of communication 

                               
34 E.g. by asking people to give their views on statements “in a negative and contrastive man-
ner” in surveys, such as “I should not like English to take over from the Welsh language”, 
“The English language is killing the Welsh language” or “English books are better than Welsh 
books” (Baker 1992:76-77). 
35 Statements that Baker would include in a questionnaire to reflect this viewpoint might be 
“Speaking both Welsh and English is important”, “Speaking two languages makes people 
more cleverer” or “You have more friends if you can speak English and Welsh” (Baker 
1992:77).  
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with mother and father (see Appendices A and B). Also, in contrast to asking 
for “native language” as in censuses36, the question asked here open for the 
possibility of having more than one “native language”, i.e. that one uses 
more than one language with one’s parents, or speaks one language with one 
parent and another with the other. If this was the case, respondents were 
categorised as speaking “both Ukrainian and Russian” as home language. I 
expanded the usual range of response alternatives by also including surzhyk 
as a category. This signifies a mixture of Ukrainian and Russian and often is 
referred to as an “impure” degenerated form of language in relation to both 
Russian and Ukrainian (cf. Bilaniuk 2004, 2005). Yet, in some instances, 
whether jokingly or in more serious terms, surzhyk has been discussed as the 
“real national language” of Ukraine (see Donii 2003, Gudzyk 2004). In the 
questionnaire surzhyk was defined as a mixture of Ukrainian and Russian, 
and responses were based solely on the respondents’ assessments of whether 
the variety they talk can be labelled surzhyk or not. Since surzhyk may be 
referred to as the “illegitimate” language it might be regarded as problematic 
to include this as a category given that it bears negative connotations and 
therefore may have not been chosen as an alternative by certain respondents. 
However, judging from the interviews surzhyk also had positive connota-
tions; some of the students designated it as “our language”, representing the 
mixture of languages some of them experienced in everyday life. I thus de-
cided to include surzhyk, simply to see if this would be used as a designation 
of one’s own language usage by more than some single respondent, in spite 
of its negative connotations. Even though relatively few claimed to use surz-
hyk it was interesting to notice that it actually was accepted as a description 
of one’s own language. 

In the questionnaire, several questions related to identity were asked, but 
throughout the dissertation I will focus on the question asking for subjective 
identification, i.e. who the respondent said he or she “feels like”. This does 
not necessarily refer to ethnic identity; it might involve an idea about citi-
zenship just as well, whereas one question in the final section of the ques-
tionnaire specifically asked for “nationality (ethnic belonging)”. The ques-
tion asking about who one felt like was asked with response alternatives 
ranging from Ukrainian only through a graded scale of Ukrainian and Rus-
sian, to Russian only. This was done in order to avoid the conception of ei-
ther-or, i.e. that mixed identities are implicitly conceived as impossible. For 
instance, claiming a double identity could for instance include defining one-
self as ethnic Russian, considering such factors as culture and actual lan-
guage use, and defining oneself as politically/civically Ukrainian considering 

                               
36 For instance, the category of “native language” in the 2001 Census in Ukraine was ex-
plained as follows: “native language: that language which the polled considered native was 
written down. The native language of children who did not yet speak and infants was deter-
mined by parents” (Naselennia 2003:10). 
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allegiance to for instance the state and the Ukrainian language as a symbol of 
Ukrainianness. Together these various factors may add up to a self-
identification that can be conceived of as being both Russian and Ukrainian. 
Regarding identity in eastern Ukraine, Taras Kuzio holds that this is “neither 
Ukrainian, nor Russian, but multiple, ambivalent, unstable and in transition” 
(1998a:154, emphasis in original). I also found that the results (as presented 
in Appendix A) sustained the claim that defining “pure” ethnolinguistic 
groups should be seen as problematical, and that mixed identities may be 
preferable for respondents when these are allowed for (cf. Pirie 1996, Shul-
man 1998b, Wilson 2002b) – consequently, that it may be fruitful to use a 
framework allowing for mixed identities. 

1.4 Outline of dissertation 
In Chapter 2 I will present the theoretical and analytical framework. Some of 
the questions that have been brought up in this introductory chapter will be 
discussed in more detail and put into a broader context. In this thesis I will 
argue that by focusing on language policy and its three components (lan-
guage practices, language beliefs and language management) I may study the 
language situation in the context of a society undergoing change. This con-
text is framed by political and social transformations and ongoing processes 
of state- and nation-building which may accentuate conflict potential in per-
ceptions of the roles and purposes of languages in society. I propose to study 
this issue by examining motivation in relation to language policy, and ana-
lyse how various dimensions of motivation affect or interact with the three 
components of language policy. My focus is on the micro level; the everyday 
experiences of individuals, their perceptions of and attitudes to the current 
language situation. In Chapter 3 I will outline the background for the lan-
guage issue in contemporary Ukraine and in Chapter 4 I will give a more 
detailed background to the Kharkiv language situation. This will also be the 
first chapter in which I present my empirical data. In Chapter 5 I will give an 
account of how state language regulations were perceived of and discussed 
by interviewees and respondents in Kharkiv. The following chapter will 
discuss the issue of language management, and how this was talked about in 
terms of incentives and sanctions. I will examine themes concerning dis-
crimination, insecurity and resistance in relation to the language situation 
(Chapter 7). Next, I will discuss language related stereotyping, linguistic 
norms and the issue of accommodation. In Chapter 9 I will go into questions 
on identity formation and the role of language internally and externally, na-
tionally and internationally. Chapter 10 will be the concluding chapter. 
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2 Theoretical and analytical framework: 
Change, conflict and motivation 

In this chapter I will first present a general theoretical framework which 
focuses on the place and role of language in social change and conflict. My 
theoretical point of departure is derived from academic works discussing 
language and conflict, and how social change and conflict in society may be 
bound up with language issues (e.g. Cooper 1989, Edwards 1994, Dua 1996, 
Wright 1995, 1998, Schmid 2001, Bilaniuk 2005). In Section 2.2 I will dis-
cuss how I conceive of language policy in this general context and how that 
may be interlinked with processes of state- and nation-building. One point of 
departure is taken in the concepts of language contact and language conflict, 
when groups speaking different varieties are in contact, or when several va-
rieties are found in the same area. Such situations may lead to conflict due to 
a number of factors, for instance intolerance towards linguistic variation, 
conflicting values in language management (both in society at large, within 
families or with respect to single persons), or conflict between majorities and 
minorities over power and status (Jahr 1993), see Section 2.3 below. Finally, 
I will present the analytical framework which is based on Dennis Ager’s 
(2001, 2003) concept of motivation in language planning and language pol-
icy. 

2.1 Change and conflict 
One assumption is that social change and conflict are interrelated in such a 
way that change may lead to conflict and conflict may lead to change, and 
change “results from the competing interests and values of different sub-
groups within society as each contends with others for power” (Cooper 
1989:178, cf. Barner-Barry and Hody 1995:8). Yet, my focus here will first 
and foremost be on circumstances in which change precedes conflict. As 
Christopher R. Mitchell (2005) points out, in the late twentieth and early 
twenty-first centuries, the world seems to have changed with great dyna-
mism, in the wake of the break-down of a “stable” order (during the Cold 
War) conflicts and potential conflicts have followed, and with that, a re-
newed interest in the relationship between change and conflict. The situation 
in post-Soviet Ukraine has occasionally been discussed in terms of possible 
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violent conflict (e.g., the early-1990s scenario of Ukraine breaking into two 
parts, but also in relation to the general situation in Crimea, or the 2004 
presidential elections and talk about separatism).37 I find this “break-up sce-
nario” of little relevance to my analysis, other than occasionally in the talk of 
some of the interviewees. I believe that change, “particularly extensive and 
sudden change, has the capacity to create conflict” (Mitchell 2005:4) but I 
when I discuss conflict in this thesis I do not intend to evoke an idea of 
physical violence. Instead, I conceptualise conflict as resulting from con-
trasting forces that exist between and within groups as well as within indi-
viduals, assuming that mediating and negotiating conflicts is part of daily 
life in any society. 

It has been assumed that economic developments may open for conflict as 
“individuals and groups, including some that had previously been salient and 
influential, would become marginalised with such change” (Mitchell 2005:4, 
citing Olson 1963), and change would thus be associated with discontent and 
rivalry, if change could not be well managed. Change may create winners 
and losers – yet, being a “winner” is not unambiguous since one may win on 
one dimension and lose on another, or not gain enough relatively speaking, 
thus being discontent with the outcome of social change (Olson 1963, 
Mitchell 2005). These assumptions are not restricted to economic develop-
ment as this goes hand in hand with political and social changes. This has 
been even more obvious in the break-down of the Soviet system where an 
entire ideological, political, economic and social system was to be replaced 
with another (Barner-Barry and Hody 1995). This included the emergence of 
conflicting systems of values, beliefs and practices as well. With respect to 
the Ukrainian case, scholars have argued that Ukraine had to go through a 
“quadruple transition”: a process encompassing not only transitions in the 
political and economic spheres, but also related to state- and institution-
building, and nation-building (D’Anieri, Kravchuk and Kuzio 1999). Hence 
potential conflict was found on many levels of society and in many dimen-
sions of political, economic and social life, since political and social changes 
may disrupt the general social framework of more or less stable patterns of 
values and beliefs, social positions and social identities. This also relates to 
how both structures and actors encourage and promote, or resist and hinder 
change, creating possible conflict over differing values and worldviews. 
Mitchell (2005) emphasises that there are dimensions to change that may 
create certain categories of responses to either past change or anticipated 
change. Past change might create restorers (who wish to return to what was 
before change or even further back, to some golden age) or accelerators 
                               
37 This has been dismissed by others, such as Kuzio (1998a) discussing the “myth of separa-
tism”. As Szporluk (2000a:xxxii) points out, some “foreign experts in academia and govern-
ment viewed the language question as a major threat to Ukraine’s territorial integrity and 
indeed survival after 1991” – and this idea has resurfaced in some form several times since 
then. 
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(who want even greater change, as soon as possible). Anticipated change 
might create supporters (calling for desired change immediately) or resisters 
(seeking to block the changes threatening their resources, status or political 
influence). For instance, Cooper points out that the assumption that conflict 
is endemic to society is consistent with the cases of language planning he has 
examined in his book (1989) and that each of these cases “can be explained, 
at least in part, as a consequence of power struggles, with the ‘haves’ trying 
to maintain or fine-tuning the existing system and the ‘have nots’ trying to 
alter the system to increase their own power.” 

2.1.1 Culture and conflict 
Conflict also involves a cultural dimension. There are several definitions of 
culture38 and I have chosen one that captures the core of what is interesting 
to this thesis: “A culture is a system of attitudes, values, and knowledge that 
is widely shared within a society and is transmitted from generation to gen-
eration” (Inglehart and Welzel 2002:141). These orientations are acquired 
but enduring and therefore change slowly, “largely through intergenerational 
population replacement” (ibid). Yet, in the case I examine, these attitudes, 
values and knowledge that make up culture, are not left to change slowly, 
being transmitted from one generation to the next. Rather, a situation of sud-
den change has occurred in which the cultural system is reformed, and at a 
great pace. Even though two individuals never “exhibit the same constella-
tion of cultural behaviours and attitudes” (LeBaron 2001:2), in the Ukrainian 
case it may be more obvious how different cultural systems – including tra-
ditions and interpretations of history – are negotiated and contested at differ-
ent levels in society and thus not shared within the entire society (Wanner 
1998, Wilson 1998a, Shulman 1998a, 1999, Kuzio and D’Anieri 2002, 
Kuzio 2006). When major social changes occur, the role of culture may be-
come more tangible given that open contestation over differing or opposing 
cultural patterns, different ways of understanding and making sense of the 
world, suddenly seem to be at odds. As Wanner (1998:46-48) maintains, 
“Political borders were quickly redrawn following the failed coup [in 1991], 
but cultural barriers are not so easily dislodged. In spite of widespread sup-
port for an independent Ukrainian state, many living in Ukraine are less sup-
portive of the cultural changes that have followed the new state formation 
/…/ Attempts to institutionalize a historically based national culture not only 
recast the Ukrainian experience of Soviet rule but also began to engage the 
icons of Soviet mythology. Maintaining momentum for the cultural revival 

                               
38 This is a somewhat different conception of culture than what I will discuss later in the text, 
where culture refers to cultural products; the arts in terms of literature, music, etc. It should be 
obvious from the context whether references are to culture as a “set of lenses” or references to 
more concrete cultural production. 
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set in motion during the final years of Soviet rule has proved difficult. Hav-
ing acquired a state, nationalist leaders have tried to forge a link between 
individuals and the state via a national culture.” Abrupt changes in cultural 
systems open for conflict between and within individuals regarding changes 
in society, whether they should embrace or reject them – and on what 
grounds. Importantly, this also refers to the role of language as this forms 
part of the general concept of culture: 

Language is a component of culture along with other entities like, for exam-
ple, values, beliefs and norms; language is a product of culture, transmitted 
from one generation to the next in the socialisation process; it also moulds 
culture, that is to say, our cultural representations are shaped by language. 
However, unlike other components of culture, language interacts with it in 
specific ways: for language is a transmitter of culture; furthermore, it is the 
main tool for the internalisation of culture by the individual. Although culture 
and language do not exist independently of each other they are, however, not 
homologous (Hamers and Blanc 2000:199). 

Since language can be said to potentially make up such an important part of 
culture, this highlights how language may come to the centre of conflict. 
Further below I will discuss in more detail how social change and conflict 
has been interrelated with language and how language conflict has been con-
ceptualised in theoretical and empirical studies. 

2.2 Language policy, state- and nation-building 
In this section I will discuss how I conceive of language policy and how this 
relates to another often used concept, language planning. Briefly, the devel-
opment has gone from a general belief in modernisation theories and the 
effectiveness of language planning through a critical stance towards these 
approaches to an interest in educational policies, linguistic human rights and 
minority issues (Blommaert 1996, Williams 1996, Wright 2004, Ricento 
2006). Language policy is always embedded in social context, and hence, 
must be examined within this social context. For instance, Cooper’s (1989) 
case studies all illustrate the impact on and role of social change in language 
policy, and demonstrate that non-linguistic goals in general lie underneath 
attempts at modifications in languages or language usage.  

2.2.1 What is language policy and language planning?  
Definitions of language planning have become wider and wider from 1960s, 
at first, the term focused on what is today mainly known as corpus planning, 
e.g. the coining of new terms, changes in spelling and morphology, or the 
adoption of a new script. Later, in the 1970s, the term encompassed all kinds 
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of official involvement with the language situation in a society, including 
status planning, e.g. the position of one language in relation to other lan-
guages. In addition, acquisition planning has been proposed to make up a 
third category, focusing on language spread when it is directed towards in-
creasing the number of users (Cooper 1989:33). According to Robert B. 
Kaplan and Richard B. Baldauf jr. (1997) language policy is a body of ideas, 
laws, regulations, rules and practices intended to achieve the planned lan-
guage change in the society, group or system, and it can be both formal and 
informal.39 Language planning may be seen as an activity, most visibly un-
dertaken by government, intended to promote systematic linguistic change in 
some community of speakers. It has been claimed that the exercise of lan-
guage planning either leads to or is directed by the promulgation of a lan-
guage policy by the government (or other authoritative body or person) 
(ibid:ix). I agree with Jeanne Denise Cloonan and James Michael Strine 
(1991:269) who warn against the assumption that language policy always 
relies on formal fact-finding: “The rational model of language policy as-
sumes a focused and purposeful development of language policy and under-
estimates the complexity of the policy-making process by assuming that 
government actors develop unified or comprehensive policy in a relative 
centralized body.”40

In my use of the term language policy I do not refer to activities of policy 
makers, those in power or authorities, but to “activities” of ordinary people, 
individuals on the micro level. Hence, I do not employ a narrow definition of 
language policy focusing solely on institutional practices, for instance as 
formulated by Weinstein (1990:5) “language policy and planning means 
deliberate and conscious choices of language form and/or language function 
made by important institutions believed to be capable of long-term imple-
mentation over a significant area and among a significant population.” I do 
not conceive of language policy as inherently “rational”, but that it should be 
seen more widely as part of other social processes, and that this concept may 
be used as a means for exploring the role of language in society (Wright 
2004). Language policy as used here covers three components (Spolsky 
2004). Firstly, language practices refer to the habitual pattern of selecting 
among varieties that make up a speech community’s (“any group of people 
who share a set of language practices and beliefs”) linguistic repertoire; “the 
sum of the sound, word and grammatical choices that an individual speaker 
makes, sometimes consciously and sometimes less consciously, that makes 
up the conventional unmarked pattern of a variety of a language”. Secondly, 

                               
39 Tollefson has pointed out that “language policies are often seen as expressions of natural, 
common-sense assumptions about language in society” since “language is built into the eco-
nomic and social structure of society so deeply that its fundamental importance seems only 
natural” (1991:2). 
40 See for instance Jernudd and Das Gupta (1971) for an example of this line of thinking and 
theorising. 
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language beliefs refers to a “general set of beliefs about appropriate lan-
guage practices, sometimes forming a consensual ideology, assigning values 
and prestige to various aspects of the language varieties used in [the speech 
community]” (ibid:9).41 Finally, language management covers what others 
have labelled language planning. This includes implicit as well as explicit 
intervention, but it refers to all agents of language management from state 
authorities, to business, interest groups and family members. The term lan-
guage management thus refers to the activity of any authority or any agent, 
whether collective or individual, trying to influence language practices and 
language beliefs. As Spolsky points out, all three components interact in that 
beliefs both derive from and influence practices, beliefs can be basis for 
language management or a management policy can be intended to confirm or 
modify them. Still, this does not mean that a language policy is coherent; 
“[l]anguage-management efforts may go beyond or contradict the set of be-
liefs and values that underlie a community’s use of language, and the actual 
practice of language use” (Spolsky 2004:14). 

Language management is “typically carried out for the attainment of 
nonlinguistic ends such as consumer protection, scientific exchange, national 
integration, political control, economic development, the creation of new 
elites or the maintenance of old ones, the pacification or cooption of minor-
ity groups, and mass mobilization of national or political movements” (Coo-
per 1989:35, cf. Weinstein 1990:1). If language management is seen as ac-
tions (deliberate or not) taken to alter patterns of language practices, this 
may, in my opinion, refer to the level of the individual as well as to the level 
of the state. Language management may thus be conceived of as carried out 
on the micro level, unofficially, by individuals or groups – not only on the 
macro level by authorities and government institutions. This is what Ager 
(1997) refers to as “bottom-up” language planning, in contrast to “top-down” 
language planning, carried out by state authorities. Cooper (1989) argues 
that the examination of what happens on the micro level are similar to proc-
esses happening on macro levels, and hence, that the “lower levels”, all the 
way down to the family or the individual, are just as important to study as 
the state level. Also, measures taken on the micro level are imperative for the 
implementation of any macro level decisions. This is pointed out by Laitin 
(1989:245-247) when he writes that in spite of whatever “needs” one may 
assign to society, whether political, economic or social, if individuals in the 
population do not go along with it, intended change will not occur.  

                               
41 Spolsky discusses ideologies and/or beliefs, but I have chosen to use only the term beliefs 
here, since I will discuss ideology as part of the analytical framework in section 2.4.3. Also, I 
use only the term language management where Spolsky also talks about intervention. 
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2.2.2 Language regulations 
Language policy is related to language regulations. I use the term language 
regulations to refer to part of language policy which is presented in more 
strictly legislative terms, the actual measures taken to regulate a certain lan-
guage situation (and hence, closer to the concept of language planning as 
outlined above). Such regulations may be founded upon normative or ideo-
logical rationale; empowering minority groups or supporting threatened cul-
tures, as is the case in many countries around the world, or attempting to 
preserve a cultural heritage (such as in the Irish case). Language regulations 
are carried out through promotion of a language (as a medium of instruction 
or as a subject in schools, as a medium of printed and other media, as a me-
dium of information from authorities, etc), but the way and degree of promo-
tion varies. Language regulations may also lead to measures ranging from 
actual prohibition of using a language, certain words, expressions or termi-
nology as in Soviet Ukraine (Kocherga 2004, Bilaniuk 2005), to fines or 
sanctions such as in the French case. In the French-Canadian case certifi-
cates of work have been used for promoting the French language vis-à-vis 
English. Language regulations can result in material incentives of a more 
encouraging character, the promotion of a language that facilitates opportu-
nities to work or for social mobility. Depending on whether someone en-
dorses the attempted changes or the general principles behind language regu-
lations or not, that person may hold positive or negative attitudes towards 
such regulations. However, as the Irish case demonstrates, positive attitudes 
towards the principle do not necessarily translate into changed practices. 
Even though the Irish may support the idea of preserving the Irish language 
as a symbol of Irishness, this does not create incentives for the English-
speaking Irish to start using Irish in everyday affairs (cf. May 2001, Spolsky 
2004). Also, a reason in that case is that material incentives are not strong 
enough; even though government regulations make knowledge of Irish a 
requirement for employment for certain positions there may not be need to 
use Irish on the job, thus not creating incentives to continue using Irish after 
having gotten the position (Cooper 1989:161). 

Phillipson, Rannut and Skutnabb-Kangas (1995:14) maintain that “[i]t is 
the state which has the duty to create conditions in which individuals can 
enjoy their rights and to ensure/guarantee their enjoyment. Legislation is 
normative in the sense that its task is to promote the developments of com-
munities and individuals, resolve conflicts and protect interests, including 
human rights”. These authors also point out that in certain cases, principles 
of non-discrimination or equal rights are not sufficient to ensure equality of 
treatment; instead special rights or affirmative action is needed for certain 
individuals or groups, e.g. interpretation to ensure a fair trial. In sum, in 
many cases, language regulations such as the promotion of a language (and 
the ignoring or demoting of others) may be regarded as a tool for social 
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change (Cooper 1989:12), directed at aims such as forming identities, le-
gitimating claims for separateness, enhancing power and legitimating the 
authority of those who can control the standard variety (ibid:143). Examin-
ing attitudes to language regulations involves not only an assessment of atti-
tudes towards possible change, but also towards maintaining the status quo. 
This means that language regulations are interconnected with and may assist 
both the preservation of and a possible change in power relations in society. 
Here, Weinstein’s (1990) description of three main strands of what he calls 
language planning decisions comes in useful for underscoring the potential 
role of language management in society, although with a strong focus on the 
role of the state in Weinstein’s usage. Firstly, language planning may serve 
to uphold the status quo, preserving power-relations, identities, and protect-
ing cultures. Secondly, language planning may serve as a means of reform, 
making it possible for more groups to participate in general society without 
having to completely assimilate into the dominant culture, for instance 
through bilingual education, which at the same time might help minority 
groups maintain their cultural heritage. In other cases, reform-oriented deci-
sions may be even more focused on lifting a language, which is not used in 
official contexts to be used as a medium of instruction in higher education, 
in civil service, in media, etc. Thirdly, language planning is perceived of as 
an important instrument of revolutionary change; trying to make identities 
disappear or change, replacing one elite with another, or altering patterns of 
access to power, wealth and prestige. These different patterns of decision-
making in relation to language regulations and language policy are thus in-
terconnected with processes of nation- and state-building. 

2.2.3 Nation-building and the position of language 
Nation-building will be defined as “the creation and consolidation of politi-
cal cohesion and national identity” (Eriksen 2002:2), and as the sum of direct 
and indirect means in the development of a national community: institutions, 
common symbols, communication, education and cultural characteristics 
(Østerud 1994:24). This process relates to the choice of iconographic mark-
ers, history curriculum, and the selection of historic figures as national he-
roes or other symbols of the nation, traditions, values and mores that repre-
sent the nation and thus should represent the state. In spite of the architec-
tural metaphor, the terms state- and nation-building relate to unplanned so-
cietal change as well, not only conscious strategies initiated by state leaders 
(Kolstø 2000:16). Walker Connor (1994 [1978]:40-41) points out that na-
tion-building should be seen rather as equivalent to state-building: “Contrary 
to its nomenclature, the ‘nation-building’ school has in fact been dedicated 
to building viable states”. Kuzio (2002) has identified four aspects of the 
Ukrainian nation-building project; a unitary state, identity, language and 
historiography. The formulation of a national idea has been a way of defin-
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ing the nation within the framework of a certain state, and an important issue 
concerns questions about who constitutes the nation and which of the na-
tion’s attributes or characteristics should be emphasized in the process of 
nation-building. This then becomes a question of which traditions, values 
and historical narratives will be selected and regarded as “ours” and thus as 
central to the general population. Kuzio (1999:220) argues that the “state is 
never neutral because it has to make choices regarding the state language, 
national history and myths, political boundaries, educational curricula, and 
national symbols. Nation-building therefore always privileges the majority 
culture, which becomes the common culture in the process of the drive to 
modernity (marketization and democratisation)”. This demonstrates the im-
portant role of culture (as discussed above) and explains why language 
should have a prominent place in discussions on state- and nation-building, 
in theories on nationalism and in empirical studies of related phenomena. 
The relevance of language to studies of nationalism is asserted by Einar 
Haugen, who states that “[n]ationalism has also tended to encourage external 
distinction /…/ In language this has meant the urge to not only have one 
language, but to have one’s own language” (Haugen 2000 [1966]:1348, em-
phasis added). This is consistent with Thomas Hylland Eriksen’s (1992:315) 
observation that “[l]inguistic unification, or homogenization, is thus an inte-
gral aspect of most nation-building projects.” As has been pointed out, “con-
flict about the state language reflects competition for power and prestige” 
(Landau and Kellner-Heinkele 2001:206), and choosing a language to be the 
state language is a most important part of state-induced language manage-
ment. Clearly, this form of policy is double-edged, as the outcome may be 
seen as privileging or empowering certain groups over others. Some scholars 
have discussed this as a negative aspect of language management, seeing it 
as a tool for the already privileged to continue their dominance (cf. Tollefson 
199142). 

2.3 Languages in contact: A perspective of “holistic 
bilingualism” or conflict? 

In this section I will discuss the more practical sides to the issues presented 
above. As already stated, language related conflicts are in general about 
nonlinguistic goals with political, economic, social, cultural or religious con-
siderations underneath. What kind of conflicts are language regulations 
meant to interfere with? In what cases are language policies relevant, and 
how are cases of languages in contact managed? What happens if they can-
not be managed? Research on language contact and language conflict partly 
                               
42 “In modern societies, language policy is used to sustain existing power relationships” 
(Tollefson 1991:11). 
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has its origin in Haugen’s classic work from 1966 on modern Norwegian and 
language debates in Norway. This line of study have also spurred research 
on language planning and language policies as means of shedding light on 
power relations in society, resolving or preventing conflict and securing 
rights (cf. Tollefson 1991, Jahr 1993, Skutnabb-Kangas and Phillipson 1995, 
Dua 1996, May 2001). According to Ager (1997) there are three possible 
outcomes of language contact: conflict, compromise or co-operation. Fur-
thermore, competition has been a frequent way of describing the relationship 
between two languages. Clearly, this is a matter of competition between 
groups of people, not between languages per se. Also, it is not always a case 
of contact and conflict between ethnolinguistic groups. Conflict may have 
socio-economic or political dimensions, as well as relate to for instance re-
gional or urban-rural conflict dimensions within the same ethnic group as the 
Norwegian case demonstrates. 

On an everyday basis, in the lives of the general population there may be 
(and clearly is) room for more than one language. Here, the ideal of the 
monolingual homogeneous nation-state may somewhat have obscured actual 
practices. Ali Reza Sahaf holds that in the “Middle Eastern countries bilin-
gualism is a fact of life and it is believed that all human beings are born to 
be bilinguals. This is partly due to their long histories and their interaction 
with a variety of nations, and partly due to their needs for survival and self-
fulfilment” (1994:1, emphasis in original). In other contexts as well, multi-
lingualism is more or less natural in coping with everyday life. Baker (1992), 
who has advocated the concept of a holistic view of bilingualism in research 
on languages in contact (cf. Section 1.3.7), adds that not all agree with “as-
sumptions about positive and additive outcomes of a partnership between 
two languages”. As an example he cites the Welsh poet and language activist 
Saunders Lewis who “argued that bilingualism is a killer of the minority 
Welsh language” (Baker 1992:78). Indeed, not only poets and national activ-
ists argue in this fashion, and Lewis’ standpoint is not uncommon even in 
scholarly discussions on the relation between minority and majority lan-
guages. Edwards (1994) discusses how this relationship may be conceptual-
ised not necessarily in terms of “murder” or “suicide”, but that the spread of 
one variety often will be at the expense of another. Thus, even though I 
sympathise with the perspective advocated by Baker (1992) holding that the 
additive conception of languages can certainly be seen as a fruitful and nec-
essary approach to examinations of languages in contact, I find that language 
issues – empirically as well as theoretically – may be examined with the 
concept of conflict as one point of departure. As already stated sources of 
conflict are manifold: state policies (on language, education, media, culture, 
etc), ideological currents, conflict or competition between groups using dif-
ferent languages, centralisation, globalisation, the impact of world politics, 
pressures from economic, political or cultural superpowers, are all factors 
that may shape our perceptions of one language being more attractive, use-
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ful, interesting or necessary than another, and thus pave the way for lan-
guage shift. 

2.3.1 Managing multilingualism – managing conflict? 
Language conflict has often been bound up with separatism or division. For 
instance, Landau and Kellner-Heinkele (2001:204-205) conclude that the 
common denominators of identity politics with respect to cases of the ex-
Soviet republics they have examined “have been conflictual rather than con-
sensual in the domain of culture and language. The language issue has 
served as a centrifugal, no less than a centripetal, factor.” As Hans R. Dua 
(1996) points out, however, language conflict should not necessarily be seen 
as a “threat to the national community”, nor as automatically leading to divi-
sion: language conflict may also be instigating a process of bargaining and 
negotiation, leading to some kind of consensus as to how the conflict could 
be solved. Furthermore, conflict and negotiating conflict are part and parcel 
of daily life in a democracy (Reljic 2004:2), underscoring my point above 
that conflict should not necessarily be seen as a negative force producing 
negative outcomes. 

There are different ways of “managing” multilingualism, in some cases to 
avoid or reduce conflict potential. Sometimes actual multilingualism is not 
even needed on the micro level because it is institutionalised on a macro 
level. Nelde (1995) points out that bilingual or multilingual societies which 
are often held as examples of the possibility of two linguistic groups existing 
peacefully side by side are in fact not actually bi- or multilingual. For in-
stance, Belgium is multilingual on a federal level, but institutions and or-
ganisations that citizens are in contact with are monolingual. Even the region 
Brussels-Capital is bilingual in some respects only, e.g. on road signs, and 
children go to schools with instruction either in Dutch or in French. It is thus 
“possible for the individual in Brussels to use only French or Dutch in politi-
cal and administrative matters, education and cultural activities” (Treffers-
Daller 2002:53). In Switzerland, the cantonal system operates in a similar 
fashion but whereas in Belgium language has often been a symbol of conflict 
(Nelde 1995), the situation in Switzerland is more often portrayed as gener-
ally problem-free. In Canada, another country often held has an example of 
successful bilingualism, the province of Québec is monolingually French 
and adheres to the territorial principle (language rights bound to a specific 
territory), whereas in the other provinces English is used, and the personal 
principle (language rights bound to the individual) adhered to. In multilin-
gual India, language is managed on different levels. There is a state (federal) 
language, in which the state operates, with a number of “national” languages 
with “official status” in regions or provinces, and finally a level with re-
gional or non-territorial languages used for specific purposes such as com-
merce, media, and religion. Citizens must use the “appropriate” language 
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corresponding to each level, which both requires that they know a certain 
number of languages but also that they can be required to learn the languages 
needed. Individuals “have both rights and duties: the right to use one of a 
number of specified languages, but also the duty to learn others for specific 
functions or at specific levels” (Ager 1997:80). The issue of multilingualism 
versus monolingualism is thus related to discussions on LHRs, another ap-
proach to language issues, which has been partly based on conflict theory. 
Advocates of this perspective focus on inducing social change, e.g. in assert-
ing that language is a means of social control and that “language is often a 
factor in the mediation of social injustice” (Phillipson, Rannut, Skutnabb-
Kangas 1995:1).43 However, although pointing to important issues relating to 
language in society, e.g. that granting linguistic rights reduces conflict poten-
tial rather than creating it (cf. May 2001),  in some cases, conflicts seem to 
be described as class based or between “fixed” groups of minorities and ma-
jorities, oppressors and subordinated (cf. Tollefson 1991, 2006). I do not find 
language conflicts to be that straightforward since they usually reflect so 
many other types of conflict that may be cross-cutting, and I believe that 
such an approach may reduce complexity. 

2.3.2 Language conflict as a proxy for other conflicts 
The reason language issues seem to be bound up with the notion of conflict 
has to do with the issue of competition. Where there are conflicts over re-
sources, over power, i.e., competition for political or economic dominance, 
language can become a proxy for other aspects of conflict between groups. A 
focus on aspects of language conflict has been rather common in literature 
on language contact, language politics and language rights (cf. Nelde 1995, 
Wright 1998, Masenko 1999). The language of a powerful group will often 
be necessary for social mobility, while the language of less powerful groups 
may still be seen as valuable in terms of personal or group identity (cf. 
1.3.6). If members of one group experience linguistic assimilation, they may 
feel that their way of life, traditions or identity is under threat from the group 
with more political, economic or social power. Since language may simulta-

                               
43 This discussion is related to power-relations in general and proponents of linguistic human 
rights put it the following way: “When we affirm categorically that all individuals and groups 
should enjoy universal LHRs, this claim needs to be seen in the light of the political reality of 
unequal access to power. Most linguistic majorities seem reluctant to grant ‘their’ minorities 
rights, especially linguistic and cultural rights, because they would rather see their minorities 
assimilated /.../ But this antagonism towards linguistic minorities is based on false premises, 
and in particular on two myths, that monolingualism is desirable for economic growth, and 
that minority rights are a threat to the nation state” (Phillipson, Rannut and Skutnabb-Kangas 
1995:3-4, emphasis in original). These authors argue against the concept of “unity through 
language” (on the nation-state level) and point out that in their view, holding back linguistic 
and cultural rights is no way to stifle conflict or avoid secession, but that this is based on the 
myth of minority rights as a threat to national unity and territorial integrity. 
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neously be a commodity, a vehicle of social mobility, and a marker of iden-
tity, this may add to a perception of conflict, if these characteristics are asso-
ciated with different languages spoken by different groups of which one is 
perceived as the dominant in for instance economic, political or cultural 
terms. It is important to bear in mind that conflict is not between languages 
but that conflict refers to “people who are using language to mobilize con-
flict with other people, or, from another point of view, individuals who are 
conflicted in their personal choice of languages to learn and use” (Spolsky 
2004:86, cf. Zalizniak and Masenko 2001). 

Dua (1996:7) provides three illustrative examples of cases of language 
conflict in the Indian sub-continent, which are based on various factors. The 
conflict between Hindi and Urdu, sharing linguistic features, became “politi-
cally salient because of the imbalance between Muslim and Hindu elites so 
that language ultimately emerged as a symbol for separate nationhood along 
with religion.” The subsequent conflict encompassing Urdu and Bengali, 
where religion was not an issue, arose from “a sense of socio-economic 
grievance and exploitation on the part of the Bengali community” resulting 
in the founding of Bangladesh. Finally, Dua mentions the conflict between 
Hindi and Punjabi as an “interesting case of manipulation of language sym-
bols and assertion of different identities.” Here, socio-political dynamics and 
political mobilisation of language symbols, in this case different scripts, 
eventually resulted in the creation of separate territorial entities where previ-
ously there were no distinctive cultural zones. The association with Punjabi 
written in Gurumki script with a Sikh identity even made Punjabi Hindus 
prepared to give up Punjabi so as not to be identified as Sikh. These three 
examples demonstrate how language conflict may actually be conflicts over 
religious or cultural identities, or related to problems of power sharing and 
socio-economic inequalities. Groups that have certain other aspects in com-
mon may still split along linguistic boundaries. Landau and Kellner-
Heinkele (2001:5) maintain that “[i]n newly independent states, when socie-
ties are bilingual or multilingual, the struggle over language is largely a con-
flict over ethnic dominance. Without necessarily serving as a direct cause for 
conflict, it is frequently an aggravating factor.” I would like to expand this 
statement by claiming that conflict is not necessarily over ethnic dominance. 
Even though this may be an important point, there are other aspects of social 
life that may or may not coincide with ethnicity, such as profession, age, 
political preferences or ideological convictions that are also bound up with 
social conflict. 

In an examination of one particular case of the relationship between lan-
guage and conflict, Carol R. Schmid (2001) highlights three reasons that 
have fuelled language-related conflict in the USA. The reasons she has iden-
tified are rather general in scope in the sense that these are not unique to the 
USA but similar to observations in other cases as well. Importantly, Schmid 
(2001:4) points out that “[l]anguage alone has rarely been the major source 
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of conflict in American society; instead, it has been the proxy for other con-
ditions that have challenged the power relations of the dominant group(s)”. 
Firstly, demographic and cultural changes during the recent decades have 
challenged the notion of a link between loyalty to American culture, Ameri-
can identity and the English language. Secondly, wider linguistic rights are 
seen as undermining unity by giving non-English speaking groups language-
based entitlements. Finally, changing attitudes to assimilation has challenged 
the notion of the American melting pot. These changes have resulted in a 
sense of insecurity on part of the population, hostility towards certain 
groups, especially Spanish-speaking, and attempts to redefine American 
identity. I believe that these observations are important with respect to the 
case I will examine in this thesis, since issues that are at stake here concern 
how identities become interrelated with language, how insecurity can arise 
from the perception that other groups gain too much from certain legislation, 
and how an officially dominant culture becomes challenged through social 
changes.  

2.4 Motivation as an analytical framework 
The concept of motivation has proved to be useful in creating an analytical 
framework for the empirical part of the study.44 Ager (2001:144) maintains 
that motivation is complex and proposes that “to understand motivation we 
must look at motives based on dynamic identity construction, at attitudes 
which relate to but are not predetermined by these, but also at goals which 
again do not necessarily derive from either of these and may indeed conflict 
with them.”45 This provides a general framework for an examination of why 
and when people choose to learn or use, or identify or sympathise with a 
certain language or speakers of a certain language, and what may encourage 
them to do or hinder them from doing that. Motivation encompasses incen-
tives and sanctions (i.e. both positive and negative stimuli). It has been 
claimed that incentives will spur people to change their language use but 
only so far it seems necessary, is worthwhile or gives the individual some 
                               
44 I must point out that I use only a part of Ager’s (2001) framework and I keep to a modified 
version that is consistent with my analysis. I will not use (and therefore not discuss) Ager’s 
charts portraying how the identity sequence is interlinked with attitudinal structures and goals 
since I do not find this approach of counting and plotting scores useful or constructive for my 
analysis. I will thus rather use motivation as a more general analytical framework. 
45 Thus, a framework dealing with motivation is clearly consistent with an examination of 
language attitudes as discussed in Chapter 1. I will not discuss goals explicitly as part of 
motivation in order not to overemphasise “rationality” or “instrumentality” behind people’s 
motives. Goals will rather be discussed integrated in the examination of motives below. Ager 
(2001) deals with a much more refined discussion of motivation and its three components but 
to discuss goals in more detail, and not least the separation of goals into ideals, objectives and 
targets was not meaningful for my study since I do not focus on goals as such or people actu-
ally pursuing goals. 
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kind of personal satisfaction (if not material satisfaction). For instance, La-
itin (1998) found that there are incentives for Russian-speakers in the Baltics 
to assimilate linguistically and Cooper has provided another example show-
ing that literacy induces literacy as soon as people see that it is worthwhile. 
Literacy may improve productivity (as Coopers’ example refers to literacy 
among farmers), and it pays off in terms of jobs. Here, one may distinguish 
between incentives encouraging people to learn another language, and incen-
tives encouraging people to try to hinder others from learning their code. 
Related to this, Cooper has posed certain pertinent questions regarding in-
centives, such as which are the “importance of goals or interests served by 
the [language in question] and relevance of [the language in question] to the 
goals” (Cooper 1989:68). He discusses further how some goals may overlap, 
for instance that “national goals of political integration might be served by 
language standardization, but the planners’ personal goal might be served if 
their own variety were used as the model of standardization or if they be-
came the sole guardian of the standardized variety” (ibid:69). 

Also, as Eugène Loos (2000) argues, based on Bourdieu (1991), the lin-
guistic and symbolic capital that come with learning a language may be 
transformed into economic capital if the language is needed for certain tasks, 
for instance if it is in demand on the job market. This argument is related to 
Cooper’s mentioning of the planner’s personal goals, as these may create 
incentives for trying to not make a certain language too accessible, but rather 
try to limit economic and symbolic capital to one specific language and thus 
to its speakers. The argument concerning incentives may then be turned on 
its head by saying that resisting or opposing a certain variety is a way of 
obstructing/hampering a development of incentives or opportunities as 
linked to a certain language if this is in the interest of certain powerful 
groups.  

2.4.1 Why study motivation? 
Studying motivation may then be a way of closing in on a wide range of 
questions interrelated with issues concerning identity formation, social and 
political changes, language beliefs, language practices and language man-
agement. The different kinds of motivation that will be discussed here are 
both overlapping and conflicting – from idealistic, ideologically driven mo-
tivation to pragmatic and practically oriented motivation. Ager has identified 
and outlined several kinds of motivation, and he discusses these in relation to 
what he calls an identity sequence, linking the motives together around one 
entity, with identity as something of a point of departure.46 This sequence 

                               
46 I do not agree with Ager (2001:136) that we have to assume “an organic unity within the 
entities with which we are concerned” since this in fact conceals conflicts and diverse pres-
sures from various elites or interest groups, hence obscuring the issues I find most interesting, 
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starts from the creation of an identity (personal or social) through values and 
beliefs (derived from heredity, environment and socialisation), and subse-
quently, the development of an ideology (a worldview). Next is the fostering 
of an image of the identity which will be evaluated against the environment, 
whereby insecurity may be an issue. At this point Ager discusses motives for 
action which include the remaining motives and expanding others; the main-
tenance of identity, defence of this identity against attack, the maintenance 
of social and other inequality, correction of inequality, integrative motives to 
associate with a desired community, instrumental motives to improve, adjust 
or reform linguistic instruments. Hence, in this way both language beliefs 
and language practices are covered within one analytical framework focus-
ing chiefly on construction, maintenance and defence of identity. This is then 
interlinked with the role of ideology or worldview, which may be motivat-
ing, influencing or in some cases guiding action, i.e., language management 
or language practices, but perhaps more often manifesting itself in language 
beliefs. Moreover, an examination of motivation further induces the exten-
sive use of qualitative methods in collecting and analysing data and combin-
ing this with quantitative research on attitudes. An important feature of this 
analytical framework in my opinion is that one may give the individual and 
his or her capacity of acting a prominent place. I believe that social struc-
tures may to some extent be limiting or creating constraints but I do not be-
lieve that this makes individuals incapable of making choices. Whereas 
structures contain constraints to human action, actors will also influence 
structures through their actions. I also believe that these choices are of inter-
est to research in ways other than as a proof of how structures limit certain 
groups or classes, and as a proof of how patterns of language use are deter-
mined by historical-structural forces (cf. Tollefson 1991, 2006).47 I agree 
that an examination of language policies and responses to these must be con-
ducted within a historical and socio-political context, and that motivation 
and attitudes have underlying explanations. But I find that this is no reason 
to deny the individual a central role and to claim that research which focus 
on the individual and various motives in language planning are rather based 
on “cost-benefit analysis” without reference to the social context (cf. Tollef-
son 1991). Rather, I believe that a focus on motivation may enable us to 
combine different perspectives. 

                                                                                                                             
namely how states, communities and even individuals are not to be conceived of as mono-
lithic entities. In spite of this I still find his outline of the identity sequence illustrative as to 
how motives may be interlinked within a given entity. Nevertheless, I find that Ager overem-
phasises coherent and conscious thinking in identity construction, identity maintenance and 
identity defence, and a linear development, but I accept this as a simplification for the sake of 
argument.  
47 Tollefson (1991) makes a distinction between what he calls a neoclassical and a historical-
structural approach in his discussion of research on language planning and power. 
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These aspects of motivation in language policy are clearly relevant with 
respect to the individual as well even though Ager’s original discussion re-
lated some motives more to the individual and others more to the community 
and the state. Hence, I will adjust the framework for it to be useful for my 
study with a main focus on individuals, and I have therefore necessarily 
modified the discussion on these motives. In many cases the dimensions of 
motivation are interlinked and partly overlapping, but I have nevertheless 
kept Ager’s original outline, save for one instance. I have chosen to put to-
gether two motives, identity and image, under one headline as I find that 
these are so closely related that they may be treated in ensemble. I will dis-
cuss each of the aspects with references to literature from different academic 
disciplines, such as political science, anthropology, sociolinguistics and so-
cial psychology, dealing with issues that in some way are interrelated with 
these motives. I will also provide empirical examples to illustrate some of 
the issues that I find particularly central to this specific case. In that way I 
may also expand on some of the theoretical and empirical underpinnings of 
Ager’s original framework. 

2.4.2 Identity and image 
The motive of identity48 is related to individuals’ ethnic, national and social 
identities, as well as identity politics on the state level. Academic discussions 
on the term identity relate in a large part to the question of what identity is or 
how it can be conceptualised. Mostly, however, discussions evolve around 
identities, thus acknowledging the existence of multiple identities, or differ-
ent layers of identity. Individuals may possess a repertoire of several identi-
ties which may be experienced as more or less salient depending on context 
and I do not assume that identification is always a conscious act. The term 
identity is usually connected to some kind of attribute (ethnic, national, so-
cial or personal) and is perceived of as indicating “belonging” to a particular 
group. Anna Triandafyllidou and Ruth Wodak point out that 

[t]he term “identity” has three basic and complementary meanings. The first 
is a concept of absolute sameness; this is “identical to that”. The second is a 
concept of distinctiveness, which presumes “consistency and continuity over 
time”. The third meaning relates to “similarity”, i.e. similar to something. De-
fining the notion of “sameness” from two different angles, the concept of 
identity simultaneously establishes two possible relations of comparison: 
similarity, on one hand and difference, on the other (2003:205-206). 

                               
48 As mentioned in Chapter 1, I will not distinguish between identity and identification as I 
believe that the use of the term identity can just as well cover the notion of change or process 
(cf. Wong 2002). 
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Thus, identity comes to be not only about sameness, but just as much about 
difference (cf. Triandafyllidou 1998, Gubbins and Holt 2002), and “identity 
relates to classifying things or persons, and to associating oneself with some-
thing or someone else” (Triandafyllidou and Wodak 2003:206). The “Other” 
thus becomes central in discussions about identity, since it is not only based 
on what one believes to have has in common with members of one particular 
group but also based on what one believes not to have in common with 
members of other groups. It has been argued that groups or categories are 
created through that contact; “[g]roup identities must always be defined in 
relation to that which they are not – in other words, in relations to non-
members of the group” (Eriksen 2002:10). The concept of identity as such 
has been criticised by Rogers Brubaker and Frederick Cooper for being too 
widely used, encompassing too much or too little meaning, thus meaning 
nothing in the end: 

Clearly, the term “identity” is made to do a great deal of work. It is used to 
highlight non-instrumental modes of action; to focus on self-understanding 
rather than self-interest; to designate sameness across persons or sameness 
over time; to capture allegedly core, foundational aspects of selfhood; to deny 
that such core, foundational aspect exist; to highlight the processual, interac-
tive development of solidarity and collective understanding; and to stress the 
fragmented quality of the contemporary experience of “self”, a self unstably 
patched together through shards of discourse and contingently “activated” in 
differing contexts (Brubaker and Cooper 2000:8).     

I will still use the term identity, relying upon a definition derived from social 
identity theory. This may include national and ethnic identities, and thus 
provides broader frames for investigating language policy and motivation. I 
will use the term social identity defined as 

that part of an individual’s self-concept which derives from his knowledge of 
his membership of a social group (or groups) together with the value and 
emotional significance attached to that membership (Tajfel 1978:63, empha-
sis in original). 

The notions of value and emotional significance attached to a specific mem-
bership can help explain why and how something can be important in one 
setting and not in another. Further, social categories such as nationality, po-
litical affiliation or memberships in a sports team to which one feels one 
belongs “provides a definition of who one is in terms of the defining charac-
teristics of the category” (Hogg, Terry and White 1995:259). This means that 
the individual can identify with the social groups she believes to share some-
thing with, if she recognises common characteristics, and in the same way 
distinguish herself from those with which she does not share certain charac-
teristics. The process by which the individual may recognise common char-
acteristics is called “social categorisation”; the construction of the social 

 58



environment according to certain criteria. However, it is not only a question 
of recognising similarities and identifying with a group and some or all of its 
characteristics; the group must also recognise the individual as a member. 
Furthermore, as noted by Laitin (1998) people’s sense of identity usually 
changes with the level of aggregation. Thus, varying aspects of people’s self-
definitions become accentuated in different contexts. In addition, this ap-
proach may help explain how one can move from one category or group to 
another, or “take on” a new identity: 

It can be assumed that an individual will tend to remain a member of a group 
and seek membership of new groups if these groups have some contribution 
to make to the positive aspects of his social identity; i.e. to those aspects of it 
from which he derives some satisfaction (Tajfel 1978:64). 

Ager (2001) treats image separately as an aspect of motivation which con-
cerns image projection and management (“cultural diplomacy”): “trying to 
ensure that a favourable view is taken by other countries of one’s own his-
tory, traditions, cultural productions, religion and manner of being.” As Ager 
points out, image may be seen as the “outward part” of identity – the dis-
semination of the image of own identity, with image being defined as “the 
reflection of identity, and as an intended projection of that identity” 
(ibid:74). Identity will thus not be an individual matter, since social identity 
is not only determined by self-perception, but also of how others perceive 
you (Thornborrow 1999:143). One example of this is for instance if Ukraini-
ans point out that Ukraine is not the same as Russia, and try to create a posi-
tive image of Ukraine in relation to the European Union or Western Europe 
(e.g. also emphasising Ukraine’s “inherent Europeanness”). 

Language as a symbol of identity 
Joshua Fishman (1997) has examined several themes related to the emo-
tional component of language in examining the role of language in society 
and how this may be linked to identities and social roles. These themes are 
derived from a wide range of examples taken from both European and non-
European languages. According to his material, these may be categorised in 
relation to issues such as “sanctity” (“where language and religion meet”), 
and “ethnicity”, connecting a language to notions of kinship, culture, iden-
tity, history and heritage, and unity. He points out that most of the data he 
analyses is drawn from a “period relatively close to state consolidation” and 
that accordingly, “it is the consolidating, unifying factor of language in 
achieving a single people, or at least, a single state, which is stressed” 
(ibid:57). In that sense language has been conceived of as a unique feature 
making people realise who they are, as it expresses national cultural identity, 
creates cultural consciousness, as ethno-cultural distinctiveness and authen-
ticity “are viewed as building blocks of national identity” (ibid:42). Fishman 
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(1995) has also discussed the issue of multilayered identities and explained 
how identity and language may become interlinked and when some identity 
may become salient; 

We are, all of us, simultaneously, identified as individuals, as family mem-
bers, as neighborhood residents, as members of communities that may in-
volve a considerable variety of religious, occupational and political sub-
networks, as regional participants, as state citizens and, more recently, as su-
pra-state participants as well. We often feel little conflict between such mul-
tiple roles and identities, but should such conflict arise, any of the smaller 
identities can become not only contrastively available but even salient as 
well, and their linguistic counterparts can, sometimes rather quickly, become 
part and parcel of a new and mobilizable language and ethnicity linkages that 
had previously been quiescent or even non-functional (ibid:59). 

Speaking or learning a language may also be seen as an indication of loyalty 
to the nation, the state (or its political institutions). On the one hand a lan-
guage may be associated with an ethnic or ethnolinguistic identity (a cultural 
identity); on the other hand it may be associated with a civic identity, related 
to citizenship (a political identity). Language is seen as playing an important 
role in relation to identity, both in a primordialist perspective, where it is 
regarded as one of the “objective characteristics” of an ethnic group, and 
within a constructionist perspective, where language has an important place 
because of the importance of text in the identity-formation process (cf. 
Wright 2000). The conception of identity discussed here points to the impact 
of the formation of ingroups and outgroups, conceiving of oneself as belong-
ing to a certain social group (in some kind of opposition to other groups), 
thus emphasising the role of the Other in defining oneself. In the following 
section, this issue will be discussed in terms of language as a boundary 
marker. 

The role of boundaries 
The proximity to another culture may thus be a reason to accentuate differ-
ences in order to create boundaries. As Kuzio (2001a) has noted, the greater 
the similarity is between two groups in historical, cultural, linguistic and 
ethnic terms, the greater is the need for distinctiveness. In other words, 
closeness, in some respect, demands more distance. This is one important 
and interesting aspect of the general situation in Kharkiv since this city is 
situated in a border area. Thus, in the process of forming a national identity, 
as in contemporary Ukraine, this must be contrasted to something different, 
and in some sense this becomes especially obvious in Kharkiv as a border 
city. This may be called an “other-directed” collective or national identity, 
where maintaining a sense of differences from others is regarded as impera-
tive in order to not lose one’s identity (Parekh 1994). The questions of creat-
ing and promoting an image are thus interlinked with boundaries, since 
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“[t]he boundary is that invisible dividing line between [groups]. Boundaries 
are generally two-way; that is to say, both groups in a relationship demarcate 
their identity and distinctiveness vis-à-vis the other” (Eriksen 2002:40-41, 
emphasis in original). Language may be used as a marker of distinctiveness 
and thus be something one can utilise to create a boundary. 

Unlike a national flag, a shared language is not a mere arbitrary symbol of 
unity. It is a vehicle of communication and thereby creates group boundaries 
more efficiently than any other identity marker /…/ In language, symbol and 
practice coalesce, the boundaries between collectivity and the individual be-
comes blurred, and the world is ordered in both unique and universal ways 
(Eriksen 1997:25).  

There is also a requirement that others recognise one’s identity and that 
one’s identity can be turned into an image that can be accepted by others (cf. 
Wong 2002). 

2.4.3 Ideology 
Whereas Ager (2001) mainly discusses political ideology as a motive, I will 
use a slightly different approach in order to make this consistent with a focus 
on the general individual. Ideology may be conceived of as denoting a set or 
patterns of beliefs which “to the people that hold them, appear to be logical 
and ‘natural’” (Jones and Wareing 1999:34), as a “fairly coherent and com-
prehensive set of ideas that explains and evaluates social conditions, helps 
people understand their place in society, and provides a program for social 
and political action” (Ball and Dagger 1995:9). Ideology as a motivating 
factor may be more easily related to the elite level: political actors and activ-
ists of different kinds, where people may have a “fairly coherent set of ideas 
about the proper or just arrangement of social institutions”, i.e. an ideologi-
cal conviction (Malnes 2004). This may be most evident with reference to 
political ideologies where such convictions may motivate people’s practices 
(adhering to certain ideals, trying to act according to how one believes soci-
ety should be organised and thus help achieving that ideal). More often, 
however, ideological convictions may influence people’s attitudes and fre-
quently, it seems, there will be a trade-off between acting according to any 
ideological convictions and being more pragmatic. Also the “non-political” 
individual may be inspired by ideologies or ideas that they more or less suc-
cessfully and more or less consciously act according to. This is not to say 
that people adhere to coherent sets of ideas and that people in general go 
around with a thought-through ideology guiding their life. People do not 
usually hold clearly and unambiguously formulated convictions (not even in 
the way one may explain oneself as a liberal, a conservative or a socialist 
with reference to more explicit political ideologies). I will conceive of ideol-
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ogy in a way that allows for people to “borrow” from various ideologies and 
articulate certain ideas which may also be seen as influencing their attitudes 
and in some cases even their practices. This concept may be described more 
correctly as ideological fragments in order to explain how I conceive of peo-
ple elaborating ideas and articulating ideological convictions which may be 
more or less eclectic. 

Ideology as part to motivation may explain why people at times act or ex-
press attitudes that cannot be explained “rationally”. In such cases this may 
be related to habit, identification or be based on what a person conceives of 
as meaningful (cf. Carlisle and Manning 1994, Grossman 2006). This is im-
portant also because I assume that ideologies may become more contested in 
times of social change and that ideology as a motivating factor may thus be 
linked to Mitchell’s (2005) typology of reactions to change. How one’s ideo-
logical convictions coincide or do not coincide with past or anticipated 
change, may make one more willing to try to defend, improve or transform 
social arrangements. Ideas which in one way or the other concern the role of 
language in society are in many ways is interconnected with most other mo-
tives under discussion in this section; from identity and image to inequality 
and integration.49 I will discuss some ideologies concerning the role of lan-
guage in society which are interrelated with issues discussed above such as 
the nation-state, the role of language regulations and minority-majority rela-
tions.50

Language as a raison d´être 
Ideologies concerning the role of language in relation to the nation are usu-
ally traced back to eighteenth-century “German” national romantics on the 
one hand, and proponents of the “French” conception of universalism on the 
other hand. German Romanticism was an answer to the rational humanism 
and universalism connected with the Enlightenment and later the French 

                               
49 One could argue that ideology should not be treated as a motive in its own right, but rather 
as an aspect structuring and organising other motives. Yet, I have kept ideology as one sepa-
rate dimension of motivation because I believe the analysis benefits from a conception of 
ideology that is not automatically conflated with other motives. 
50 I have chosen not to explicitly discuss and use the term language ideology, as this is a broad 
term that does not quite coincide with the notion of ideology I use here (see Tollefson 1991, 
Woolard and Sciefflin 1994, Wingstedt 1998, Kroskrity 2000). Language ideology is also 
equated with language beliefs in Spolsky’s typology, which is another reason to try to sepa-
rate these notions, even though, obviously, the ideologies I discuss here are also to some 
degree overlapping with what other authors call language ideologies. “The members of a 
speech community share also a general set of beliefs about appropriate language practices, 
sometimes forming a consensual ideology, assigning values and prestige to various aspects of 
the language varieties used in it /…/ Language ideology or beliefs designate a speech com-
munity’s consensus on what value to apply to each of the language variables or named lan-
guage varieties that make up its repertoire” (Spolsky 2004:14). 
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Revolution.51 A language was seen as inherent to a certain population and 
linked to traditions and culture, even mentality. Consequently, a language 
was regarded as securing the survival of a particular group of people as a 
unit, preserving its unique characteristics. Thus, according to early theorists 
of nationalism and nationhood, nations were essentially constituted on the 
basis of language (Eriksen 1997:25). The German perspective thus put em-
phasis on “blood and belonging”, where membership in the nation was de-
fined to a large degree by ancestry, by being a part of a cultural, linguistic 
world-view that can not really be acquired – only inherited. Previous ideas 
were formulated in a “French” universalistic perspective where being born 
into a linguistic community was not considered a necessary condition for 
membership in the nation. Here, citizenship and membership in the nation 
was related to loyalty to a state and its political institutions. Being a member 
of the political nation meant accepting the officially dominant culture, values 
and traditions, and the state language, without claiming regional autonomy, 
or specific cultural or linguistic rights for separate groups. Consequently, the 
French model is generally considered to be more assimilationist, as “the 
emphasis on cultural and linguistic homogeneity associated with the rise of 
political nationalism is predicated on the notion of ‘nation-state congru-
ence’” (May 2001:6). 

Ethnolinguistic nationalism52 is centred on the ideal of the homogeneous 
nation-state, where the nation, its culture and language should be congruent 
within one state. This ideal is still topical, and Will Kymlicka and François 
Grin (2003:5) hold that among a number of transitional countries there is a 
clear tendency towards the “adoption of [language] policies which are in-
tended to both promote a titular language (rather than minority languages) 
and to promote nation-building (rather than to preserve linguistic diversity).” 
Preserving a group’s cultural identity is often cited as a reason for trying to 
preserve a certain language. Even in cases where it might seem more “ra-
tional” to abandon a minority language in exchange for a larger (world) lan-
guage with greater communicative reach, this often does not happen – and 
Kymlicka and Grin argue that “people’s interest in language go far beyond 
the single simple interest of communicative reach” (ibid:10).53 However, 

                               
51 Two different models regarding citizenship and nationhood (relating to the question of who 
is a member of the nation) have been frequent in theories on nationalism, creating a dichot-
omy of nationalisms, one “Western” (or “civic”) and one “Eastern” (or “ethnic”), or as Kuzio 
(1998a, 2001b) points out, one “good” and one “bad” kind (cf. Gellner 1983, Smith 1991, 
Østerud 1994, Wright 2000, May 2001).  
52 Nationalism can be defined as the “belief that people fall into distinct groups, or nations, on 
the basis of a common heritage or birth. Each nation is then supposed to form the natural basis 
for a separate political unit, or nation-state” (Ball and Dagger 1995:266). Here I explicitly call 
it ethnolinguistic nationalism to underscore an emphasis on ethnicity and language. 
53 Kymlicka and Grin (2003) cites examples such as Slovaks and Czechs resisting assimilation 
into the German-speaking world, and Estonians, Latvians, Lithuanians and Tatars resisting the 
pressure of the huge Russian-speaking world.  

 63



identity is not the only issue at stake: preserving a language is also “preserv-
ing certain political claims, autonomous institutions, cultural products and 
practices” (ibid:11). Thus, preserving a language is closely related to pre-
serving a reason for a certain group to claim autonomy. If having a separate 
language means that one can claim to be a separate group and this again 
means that one should have the right to autonomy or self-government, pre-
serving and promoting the group’s language becomes a logical first step. 

The formula of “one state, one nation, one language” which, after all, 
proved difficult to obtain already earlier, has become on the one hand seem-
ingly increasingly outdated, and on the other hand, remains a principle of 
organisation. Woolard and Schieffelin (1994) mention the paradox that ef-
forts aimed at saving minority languages and securing minority rights are 
structured according to the same ideas that oppressed them in the first place. 
This can been described as the seemingly paradoxical outcome of globalisa-
tion on the one hand, and of regionalisation on the other hand. The attention 
given to multiculturalism, globalisation, increasing migration, focus on mi-
norities’ rights and especially the acknowledgement of indigenous minori-
ties’ rights during the past 30 years has raised the awareness about the het-
erogeneous societies people actually live in. This has further legitimised the 
idea that smaller groups within states should have a right to more autonomy 
or be granted the rights to protect their culture, traditions and language. Not 
only protection is sought, but also rights to use minority group languages in 
contact with authorities, or the recognition of the claim that one’s culture and 
traditions should count in the wider society. Another set of principles focus-
ing on the role of language in society concerns LHRs (which are linked with 
the motive of inequality below). Yet, before the upsurge of interest in LHRs, 
multilingualism and multiculturalism, globally the European nation-state 
was the dominant model, an ideal which carried along with it an ideology 
promulgating monolingualism and monoculturalism. This related to the 
symbolic value of a language as a marker of the nation, and the belief in 
using a language as a way of creating national unity. The European nation-
state model was transferred to post-colonial Africa in the 1960s and 1970s 
and the assumption was that a common language could help create a com-
mon culture and a stable, unitary state and political community. This was a 
time of confidence in the rational and in the possibility of effective language 
planning. It was believed that language planning could be used for moderni-
sation and development of third world countries, as well as in the nation-
building process, as a way of forging national unity and overcoming colonial 
legacies (Blommaert 1996). On the one hand, the use of previous colonial 
languages was put forth as “rational” given that these were “developed” and 
“modern” languages, capable of bridging over differences among various 
groups within one state. On the other hand, use of African languages was 
seen as a break with former cultural and economic dependence of former 
colonial powers and world capitalism (Weinstein 1990:17). 
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In Europe, on the other hand, multilingualism was related to questions of 
the right to self-determination, autonomy or national aspirations. The quest 
for more autonomy or self-determination is still an ongoing process in 
Europe (e.g. the Basque country and Catalonia in Spain; Wales and Scotland 
in Great Britain) that has had an upsurge after the break-up of the Soviet 
Union and Yugoslavia, with well-known tragic consequences in the Balkans. 
The European Union has also been assisting in creating a Europe of regions, 
by establishing a framework for smaller groups to cooperate across state 
borders, often with a common language or common culture as a backdrop for 
co-operation. LHRs together with an interest in linguistic minorities in 
Europe, among other things in cooperation with organisations such as 
UNESCO, the Council of Europe and the Organization for Security and Co-
operation in Europe (OSCE) has led to the support and protection of so-
called “small languages” (or “lesser used languages”). This has been related 
to the revival or attempted revival of languages since that was seen as a way 
of preserving cultures.54

Thus, elites in any state setting out to “build a nation” today, will have to 
take into account two (seemingly) opposing tendencies. On the one hand, 
there are the more or less institutionalised legacies of the nation-state model 
where homogeneity (or the quest for a homogeneous nation) has been the 
norm. On the other hand, one has to take into account international cove-
nants, treaties and the newer “European norms”. Even though these may not 
have much practical impact in all instances, it is still a question of playing by 
the rules. These “rules” assert that the state should oblige itself to support 
and preserve the cultures, traditions and languages of minority groups within 
its state borders.55 In a European context, an important outcome of this con-
cern for minority languages is the European Charter for Regional or Minor-
ity Languages (ECRML), supervised by the Council of Europe. The ECRML 
was adopted in 1992 but entered into force only in 1998. By December 2006, 
33 countries had signed it but, of these, only 22 countries have ratified it.56 
The ECRML establishes a cultural principle where protection and promotion 
of minority languages are related to the protection of Europe’s common cul-
tural heritage since 

the protection of the historical regional or minority languages of Europe, 
some of which are in danger of eventual extinction, contributes to the main-

                               
54 Analogies taken from environmental work have been rather frequent in periods, postulating 
that many species are valuable per se, and that one should seek to maintain as many varieties 
as possible. 
55 Certainly, there are differing views on which kinds of minorities this should relate to; in-
digenous, national and immigrant are just some of the epithets minority groups are given, and 
according to different scholars these differing statuses may expand or limit any demands for 
rights.  
56 EU-countries such as Greece and Ireland have not signed it, and France and Italy have 
signed but not ratified it. 
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tenance and development of Europe’s cultural wealth and traditions (Pream-
ble, European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages). 

Furthermore, it is stated that the “protection and promotion of regional or 
minority languages in the different countries and regions of Europe represent 
an important contribution to the building of a Europe based on the principles 
of democracy and cultural diversity within the framework of national sover-
eignty and territorial integrity” (Preamble, European Charter for Regional 
or Minority Languages). On the other hand, it is also pointed out that “stress-
ing the value of interculturalism and multilingualism and considering that 
the protection and encouragement of regional or minority languages should 
not be to the detriment of the official languages and the need to learn them” 
(ibid). Thus, the idea of having one state language in a country is not ques-
tioned as such. Moreover, the ECRML can also be seen as a particular re-
sponse to different trends relating to globalisation and regionalisation. On 
the one hand, this seeks to establish a specific “all-European” cultural heri-
tage as a response to the perceived threat from other actors in the global 
arena, especially the USA. On the other hand, regions are encouraged to 
assert local cultural traditions. 

2.4.4 Insecurity 
Insecurity may concern uncertainty about one’s language, its use and its 
status, resulting in actions such as linguistic interventions (e.g. purism) and 
prescriptivism, also in order to strengthen self-confidence and linguistic con-
sciousness. I will mainly focus on insecurity in terms of perceived threats 
and feelings of insecurity in relation to other groups, perceived threats to 
culture and way of life, identity, to the unity of the group, or to rights on 
either collective or individual levels. 

Fear and insecurity as a motive for language policy, even where this is in ef-
fect micro policy not carried out by official authority, is hence determined by 
two factors: an external threat significant enough to provoke action, and suf-
ficient awareness by the threatened community of its situation and of the ef-
fect on its own identity. The threat must be identifiable, and may be political 
(potential domination of the community), economic (potential loss of income 
for members of the community), or communicative (lack of an effective af-
fective link between members of the community, coupled with lack of ade-
quate mean of expression for some domains and particularly for public ones) 
(Ager 2001:85). 

As Ager points out here, insecurity rests upon a number of factors, among 
which I find that the political threat relates rather to the collective level, 
while the economic and communicative threats may be related to the indi-
vidual to a higher degree. Barry Buzan (1991) has argued that establishing 
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an idea of the state among the population is important – without it, state in-
stitutions have problems functioning or surviving. The lack of such an idea 
poses threats to the state both internationally and internally. The state may be 
perceived as weak internationally because of internal problems, such as po-
litical violence, ideological-political conflicts, no coherent national identity 
or contending identities within the state. The element of insecurity vis-à-vis 
others and the perceived need to establish national security – both internally 
and internationally – are considered important factors in nation-building.57 
Relating to this, if a most fundamental aspect of nation-building is a striving 
to create stability and a base for a functioning state, a problem is then to 
balance concessions to minority groups or regional groups in exchange for 
loyalty with the state. This may lead to a fear of granting too many rights to 
groups that are seen as potentially disloyal or as “security threats”, also as a 
threat against the creation and maintenance of a collective identity. In addi-
tion, since geopolitics has become part of post-Soviet discussions on lan-
guage politics I believe that the motive of insecurity is highly relevant to the 
Ukrainian case. 

The security dimension of language issues 
The security aspect is clearly relevant to examinations of language issues in 
general. Kymlicka and Grin (2003:15) point out that in many cases the “un-
derlying concern behind state language policies is not justice, but security”. 
They hold that this point is especially relevant to many of the post-socialist 
countries (in contrast to western European countries) since 

states in the region fear that granting minority-language rights, however 
“fair” this might seem, is too dangerous, since it may lead to irredentist 
claims. It may encourage linguistic minorities to think that they “own” a part 
of the country and therefore have a right to choose to break away from the 
state and join or rejoin their kin-state (ibid:15). 

Such factors of fear and experienced security threats are thus applicable to 
the Ukrainian case since in some instances the numerical (titular) majority 
may feel to be threatened by the minority which is backed by a powerful 
neighbour. This is especially so since the neighbouring state Russia takes on 
more than the role of “merely” being a kin-state but as the defender of Rus-
sian-(speakers’) rights all over the so-called near abroad. Here, language 
issues can be examined as related to security dimensions in a broad sense. In 
a Ukrainian context, this means that, on the one hand, the fear of potentially 
losing one’s right, status and way of life is found among certain Russian-
speakers who fear the so-called “Ukrainianisation” politics of the govern-

                               
57 Nation-building involves processes of unification, of creating lasting bonds between the 
centre and periphery, the standardisation of a culture and integrating the population into the 
political system (cf. Section 2.2.3). 

 67



ment. On the other hand, the fear of potentially losing Ukrainian independ-
ence again, seeing Ukrainian culture being out-manoeuvred, is found among 
certain Ukrainians who fear Russian influence in Ukrainian internal affairs 
and the possible long-term outcome. Thus, as Mykola Riabchuk has pointed 
out (personal communication, 2005) fear of what might happen, who will be 
dominated by whom in the end, is a question that is central to the current 
language issue in Ukraine. As will be discussed further in Chapter 3, lan-
guage debates in Ukraine also concern the fear of not being able to consoli-
date the nation if there is not one national language to gather around. The 
existence, and even more so, the use of another language (Russian) is per-
ceived as creating a shortcut for another state to influence internal affairs in 
Ukraine. It also provides those who are not supportive of Ukraine as an in-
dependent entity something to be “loyal to”, instead of directing loyalty to-
wards the Ukrainian state and nation (cf. Shulman 1998b, D’Anieri 2002, 
Shevel 2002). However, perceptions of fear or threats are relevant as motiva-
tion for language policy in western countries as well, when it comes to per-
ceived threats to identity, culture, or way of life, there are clear examples to 
be found in language debates for instance in France or the USA (Ager 2001, 
Spolsky 2004). Insecurity is also linked to the personal level since language 
regulations may have a direct impact on one’s personal life, one’s linguistic 
and cultural capital, one’s social status and, in the end, fear of losing one’s 
job and income. Hence, as language regulations may create possibilities for 
certain persons, they may construct obstacles for others who do not com-
mand the predominant language of the larger society, hence access to the 
labour market and social mobility may be made more difficult for some with 
language regulations. This is related to the concept of utility, which will be 
examined below. 

2.4.5 Inequality 
Inequality interrelates with aspects of power relations, and how certain 
groups in society are “in some way not regarded as equal to other members 
of society” (Ager 2001:87). Ager cites the ECRML as an example of “cor-
recting historical wrongs”. As discussed above, this is linked to the question 
of human linguistic rights, and how relationships between majorities and 
minorities should be regulated and managed in the best way. Further, this 
concerns how society should be organised to ensure that democratic rights 
and the right to use one’s first language, especially in education, shall be 
provided for through language regulations. As will be discussed further in 
Chapter 3, an important point is that the attempt to correct historical wrongs 
(correction of inequality) in Ukraine, concerns the question about affirmative 
action for the current state language, not primarily for minority languages. 
Yet, Ukraine’s language regulations are affected by international regulations 
and norms. The impact of these is steadily growing and should consequently 
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not be excluded from a discussion on language policy, since these regula-
tions and norms may be used by interest groups and thus also influence the 
general populations’ view on what should be considered a reasonable lan-
guage policy. LHRs have been conceptualised as a form for empowerment 
(of minority groups), tied up with “post-colonial dilemmas and struggles” 
(Skutnabb-Kangas and Phillipson 1995). Yet, as Phillipson, Rannut and 
Skutnabb-Kangas (1995:11) point out, there is a set of problems connected 
to this, as “the relevant implementation principles are largely implicit, any 
accusation that a state is not observing LHRs principles can be constructed 
as interference in the affairs of a sovereign state. Equally, because of the 
vagueness of the LHRs criteria, a state may use or misuse them in order to 
pursue own political goals.” They exemplify the latter situation with a case 
that is somewhat similar to that of Ukraine; namely that “Russia accused the 
Baltic states of human rights abuses in the early 1990s, in particular of de-
priving Russian-speakers of LHRs.” This became an issue again at the time 
when the Baltic states were preparing to enter the EU (Ozolins 2003). 

Linguistic rights and duties 
Linguistic rights are seen as especially important in relation to education and 
the possibility of taking part in society, in political life or being able to use 
the democratic system. These are issues that are perpetually relevant but 
probably more acutely so in newly independent states, such as Ukraine (Ste-
panenko 2001, Kulyk 2002). Simultaneous to discussions on the protection 
of minority languages, and expanding rights to use them, a debate on minori-
ties’ duties in relation to learning the state language has been and is a hot 
topic in some countries.58 The claim that a majority group in a nation-state is 
just as “ethnic” as any minority group has turned into a conventional state-
ment among scholars. In the world of the nation-states, however, the attrib-
utes of the majority group are usually more or less taken for granted as 
value-free, neutral and common to the entire population. This also relates to 
language. According to Arel, language is almost invariably a point of con-
troversy in the politics of nationalism and in relation to the state. One reason 
is that “language, contrary to religion, cannot be dissociated from the state 
/…/ The modern state can function as a mostly secular agency, leaving reli-
gious practice to the communitarian and individual realm, but it cannot oper-
ate without a ‘high culture’ whose core component is a language” (Arel 
2002a:92). This means that even where the language adopted by the state is 
non-conflictual, it can never be a neutral language; it is not free of the “emo-

                               
58 For instance much attention has been given to language politics in post-Soviet Estonia and 
Latvia where exams in the state language has been a debated prerequisite for obtaining citi-
zenship. In the USA, the English Only movement is constantly working for a strengthening of 
the role of American English, preferably legally making it the “official language” of the USA, 
and in Sweden there was much discussion on a proposal from one political party on language 
exams for immigrants who wanted to obtain Swedish citizenship. 
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tional component of identity”. Neither, however is a language culturally 
neutral in the sense that it is always equally accessible or available to all 
citizens. This point is observed by Kymlicka and Grin (2003) as well when 
they remark that language is the Achilles’ heel of liberal political theory. The 
separation of church and state in order to avoid religious conflicts proved not 
only feasible but also “remarkably successful.” However, the separation of 
state and “ethno-cultural groups” (i.e. to have “no official or established 
culture; no public support for the culture, practices of identity of any particu-
lar group,” ibid:8) seems less likely as 

there is no possibility of “privatizing” language issues. The state must decide 
what will be the language(s) of public administration, the courts, the bureauc-
racy, the army, public schools, public media, road signs, town names and so 
on. And whichever language is chosen will obviously fare much better than 
those languages which are not chosen and thereby relegated to private life. 
State decisions about the language of public institutions are, therefore, de 
facto decisions about which linguistic groups will grow and which will di-
minish (Kymlicka and Grin 2003:9). 

In general, even where minorities’ languages are recognised for wider use in 
society, it is that specific minority group which must be bilingual as there is 
no demand for a general societal bilingualism.59 Also, the legal recognition 
of more than one language can be related to the so-called territorial principle, 
meaning that there are territorial limitations as to where and in which institu-
tions one has the right to use a certain language. 

On the one hand, the state is regarded as obliged to create equal opportu-
nities by providing education, information to the citizens, and possibilities 
for taking part in the democratic process, understanding daily politics and 
consequences of political decisions. Obviously, this should be in a language 
that the population masters. The debate on these issues is interlinked with the 
increasing focus on LHRs, and concerns for instance the rights to receive 
information in one’s native language, and to be instructed in one’s native 
language. These are rights that many states in the world address quite exten-
sively, at least on paper. On the other hand, for the citizen to be able to play 
an active role, to take part in the democratic process, it may be argued that 
the citizen also has a responsibility to master (usually) the one state lan-
guage.60 As will be discussed further in Chapter 3, the question about lin-
                               
59 One notable exception to this is Finland where the minority language Swedish is obligatory 
for all pupils and where Swedish-speakers have broad linguistic rights. On the other hand, 
Swedish is the language of the former power, and this must surely be taken into the account. 
Sámi-speakers in Finland do not have the same rights as Swedish-speakers, and in Sweden 
none of the officially recognised five minority languages, including Finnish, have country-
wide rights.  
60 As mentioned above, this is also the underlying assumption in the ECRML; promoting and 
protecting minority languages does not mean to exempt members of minority groups from the 
obligation of learning the state language. 
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guistic rights in contemporary Ukraine is also a question of whose rights 
“really” need to be protected, and whether it actually is the speakers of the 
state language Ukrainian, who are discriminated against and thus need pro-
tection. This is linked to the historical context, where the Ukrainian language 
has been oppressed during both the Russian Empire and the Soviet period, 
and the stance that this situation needs to be changed in independent 
Ukraine.  

2.4.6 Integration and instrumentality 
The motive of integration is related to being part of a “community of com-
munication” (Wright 2000) which is considered important for both the state 
and citizens; and this involves being able to take part in social life, democ-
ratic processes, and culture through the knowledge of a certain language. 
This is connected to what was discussed in relation to insecurity above, the 
perceived threat represented by groups who are seen as refusing to take part 
in society by not learning the predominantly used language (cf. Wright 
2004). By learning the language used in a particular society, on the other 
hand, one may be seen as taking part in society, understanding the culture, 
getting closer to becoming “one of us”. After all, the expression “speaking a 
common language” refers not only to the literal meaning of sharing a lan-
guage, but also to a sharing common of values and understandings of how to 
interpret and perceive the world. This, of course, makes the motive of inte-
gration interrelated with the identity motive; in some cases an attractive 
identity or self-definition may become accessible through language (e.g. on a 
spiritual, religious, cultural, ideological level). In other cases, retaining one’s 
own language is seen as a way of retaining identity, thus (linguistic, cultural) 
integration will to some extent be seen a way of altering identities through 
linguistic or cultural assimilation (also cf. Section 2.4.3 on ideology). 

Integration and instrumentality may be regarded as going along a spec-
trum, and Ager (2003:8) defines these aspects of motivation in the following 
way: integration is “the desire to empathise with another country or commu-
nity” and instrumentality is “the desire to improve skills”. To improve skills 
may be a way to enhance possibilities of integration, learning another lan-
guage thus has a social side to it, and at the same time it becomes “eco-
nomic” (or “rational”) to learn a new language, e.g. making life easier. Ager 
(2001) discusses instrumentality mainly as connected to immigrants, or re-
lated to a lingua franca in multilingual settings and as he points out, for in-
dividuals, multilingualism is a way of coping. The issue of why people must 
(or want to) in some cases to know and learn several languages makes in-
strumentality an important motive. This is one motive that I believe is not 
automatically related to ideology. At this point I depart somewhat from as-
sumptions put forth by e.g. Tollefson (1991) – yet, I recognise that underly-
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ing language beliefs may nevertheless be important in influencing which 
languages are considered prestigious or worthwhile learning. 

A symbol of loyalty and inclusion: Creating a community of 
communication 
If language can be used as a tool of inclusion and exclusion, this is so be-
cause individuals use language to construct social identities, and social 
groups and communities use language as a means of identifying their mem-
bers, and of establishing their boundaries (Thornborrow 1999:136) (cf. Sec-
tion 2.4.2 above). Individuals may use language to express themselves, ex-
change meaning, or influence others; demonstrate the independence of their 
political community; or symbolize their fellowship and mutual dependence 
within an ethnic or national community (Ager 1997). A language and lan-
guage skills may be related to inclusion and exclusion in several ways. A 
common language has been regarded as a guarantor of stability, unity and 
cohesiveness within the nation-state (cf. the discussion in Sections 2.4.3 on 
ideology and in 2.4.4 on the security dimension and perceived threats). As 
mentioned, in post-colonial Africa, a common language was regarded as a 
way of securing modernisation, progress and efficient state- and nation-
building. The role of a language for active citizenship and participation in 
the democratic system are two factors that Wright (2000, 2004) has paid 
much attention to in her writings. This is also related to questions about lin-
guistic rights and linguistic duties, as discussed above, which are central in 
works on minorities and minority languages (cf. May 2001).61 Knowledge of 
a language may thus become a symbol of loyalty. As Wright maintains, a 
shared language is held to promote cohesion, allowing the nation to develop 
a common culture. Here, Wright points to a symbolic dimension that is also 
relevant to the Ukrainian case, if knowing and using a national language 
becomes “part of the definition of belonging to the nation.” Also in the USA, 
knowledge of English has been regarded as “patriotic” (Spolsky 2004). 
Speaking the language is thus seen as “a badge of inclusion”, whereas refus-
ing to learn the language “is to refuse the community and is seen as schis-
matic and unpatriotic” (Wright 2004:42). Again, this is connected to the 
discussion on insecurity above as outlined in the following quotation. 

                               
61 The discussion concerning linguistic duties or obligations is a point of debate particularly in 
relation to immigrants and whether language exams should be a prerequisite for citizenship. 
However, an idea concerning the necessity of knowing a language in order to be informed and 
that this should therefore be seen as an obligation of a citizen, is not new; during the French 
Revolution the knowledge of the state language was hailed as an important principle: “In a 
democracy each citizen must keep a watch on the government. To carry out such a role one 
must know one’s government and above all one must understand the language it uses” (Barère 
(1792), cited in Wright 2004:32). As Wright (ibid:31) points out; “from this time on procla-
mations from the centre to the provinces were in French and it became a patriotic and revolu-
tionary duty for citizens to learn and use French”. 
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There are many other examples of language policy based on fear of the out-
sider and the fear of an attack from outside might be so effective as to change 
or destroy the identity that has been constructed /…/ Language has played a 
major role in affirming identity but also in marking the boundaries of society 
or community. Language has acted as a major component in the cement of 
symbolism, which has helped create unity and bind people together, and in 
excluding others from membership of the charmed circle (Ager 2001:84). 

Yet, a certain language does not just happen to become the predominantly 
used among elites or at the state level, or an “acceptable patriotic” idiom, 
and this may be related to the practice of accommodation. 

Integration through linguistic accommodation 
Linguistic accommodation is a central notion when examining language 
situations. The principle of the accommodation norm holds that the language 
which is prevalent in a given setting will be used in interaction with strang-
ers or in formal contexts (cf. Woolhiser 2001) – unless one is prepared to 
challenge the “accepted” order.62  Howard Giles (cf. Giles et al. 1977) has 
formulated a theory of speech accommodation, concerned with the “motiva-
tion and social consequences which underlie changes in people’s speech 
styles” (ibid:321). This postulates that “people are motivated to adjust their 
speech styles, or accommodate, as a means of expressing values, attitudes 
and intentions towards others” (ibid:322), thus communicating social ap-
proval or disproval. This is based on notions of language convergence and 
divergence, and the general suggestion is that a person will converge her 
speech if she desires another person’s approval or wish to integrate (as far as 
one has the repertoire). Divergence, on the other hand, is a way of accentuat-
ing differences by modifying one’s speech away from the interlocutors; one 
may thus increase the communicative distance. Maintaining one’s speech, 
may then be seen as a “symbolic tactic for maintaining [one’s] identity and 
cultural distinctiveness” (ibid:323).63

The way others evaluate one’s speech style or the variety one speaks, may 
be reflected in how one looks upon one’s own speech and ultimately how 
one evaluates one’s group and one’s membership in that group. If one judges 
another variety to be more prestigious, associated with certain values and a 
desirable position/social status, changing (converging) one’s speech style 
might be a way of improving chances of upwards social mobility. The oppo-
                               
62 Stephen May (2001:151) holds that “legitimation of a language through state institutions is 
not, in itself, enough to ensure a central role for that language variety within the nation-state 
/…/ Crucially, what is needed, in addition, is the institutionalisation of the language variety 
within civil society” since by this, “the language variety comes to be accepted, or ‘taken for 
granted’ in a wide range of social, cultural and linguistic domains or contexts, both formal and 
informal.” The variety that is “taken for granted” is rarely questioned; it has become the norm 
and is thus constructed as the most appropriate one. 
63 Giles et al. (1977:323) provide the following example: during the 1970s the Arab states 
issued their oil communiqué to the world in Arabic, instead of in English as previously.  
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site may also be the case, if one values one’s membership of a group one 
chooses to maintain one’s speech variety to indicate solidarity, even if this 
variety is not generally considered to be of a high status or signal “correct” 
standards (cf. Section 1.3.6). Maintaining or even accentuating one’s variety 
in interaction with a member of an outgroup may be a way of emphasising 
one’s identity (whether relating to social class, region, age or ethnic group). 
Thus one underlines one’s perceived membership in a particular collective, 
and at the same time signals that one is not interested in being associated 
with another collective. Of course, this is not static, and accommodation may 
shift according to social situation, interlocutor and general context.  Fur-
thermore, I find that this is related to concepts such as loyalty and duty, since 
convergence may be interpreted as a way of demonstrating a desire to be-
come associated with or integrate with a particular speech community (in-
cluding the values, traditions, social status, political or economic power that 
is associated with that community).  

Power relations and language utility 
Language policy may be linked to notions like status, prestige and stigma as 
language varieties are assigned various attributes by speakers as well as non-
speakers64 and how this is linked to the issue of power relations. As has been 
pointed out, “[p]restige and stigma are connected with speakers of languages 
and have to do with social class and social or national identity, and with 
ideas about status, solidarity and unity” (Thomas 1999:194). If power con-
tinues to be associated with a particular language variety, opportunities are 
created mainly for individuals who master this language. Different kinds of 
interest conflicts may be related to language issues, especially if there are 
distinct groups competing for “scarce resources such as control over politi-
cal, economic, cultural and language affairs” (cf. Giles et al. 1977:339). A 
certain language variety may be connected to power in various forms since a 
“standard variety is that most often associated with status, the media, power 
and those of the higher socio-economic bracket” (Giles et al. 1987:585). 
This relationship is reflected in how certain social groups are linked to a 
particular language usage and attitudes towards that language or variety. 
                               
64 An example of how negative attitudes are transferred to speakers of the language, and its 
consequences, is cited by David Crystal regarding indigenous languages in South America: 
“The indigenous languages are being viewed by their speakers as a sign of backwardness, or 
as a hindrance to making improvements in social standing. They have no confidence in them. 
The negative attitudes may be so entrenched that even when the authorities get around to 
doing something about it – introducing community projects, protective measures, or official 
language policies – the indigenous community may greet their efforts with unenthusiasm, 
scepticism, or outright hostility. But people have to get their negative attitudes from some-
where. One isn’t born with feelings of shame and a lack of self-confidence about one’s lan-
guage. Where do they come from? In virtually all cases, they are introduced by a more domi-
nant culture, whose members stigmatize the people in such terms as stupid, lazy, and barbaric 
/…/ and their language as ignorant, backward, deformed, inadequate, or even (in the case of 
some missionaries) a creation of the devil” (2000:84, emphasis in original). 
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Typically, the dominant group promotes its patterns of language use as the 
model required for social advancement; and use of a lower prestige language, 
dialect or accent by minority group members reduces their opportunities for 
success in society as a whole (Ryan, Giles and Sebastian 1982:1).65

As pointed out above, individuals may wish to acquire another variety and 
the “reasons are mainly external to the languages themselves. Pressures to 
obey a political power, to conform to social requirements, to improve the 
economic and financial position of the group or the family” (Ager 1997:7) 
are examples of such reasons. Clearly, languages in themselves do not have 
power and do not subordinate or fight other languages, but groups of people, 
speakers of languages, can do this. Both social and geographic mobility is 
facilitated by learning another widely used language, and contrary to what 
some scholars maintain, I do not believe that this is solely induced by 
“dominating languages” and as such an aspect of inherently negative rela-
tions between linguistic and social groups. Individuals will have incentives 
to learn an “imperialist language” because besides being the language of an 
imperial regime, it is also the language of power and, without knowledge of 
the language, social mobility will be shut off. As Erik Olsson and Eleonora 
Havrylyuk Narvselius (2003:97) point out, the Russian language in contem-
porary Ukraine may represent other dimensions of social life than it being 
the “former imperial language”, for instance as part of youth culture it can 
also represent “youth protest against a too one-sided implementation of the 
national project in Ukraine and the expression of ‘informal’ youth’s ‘cos-
mopolitanism’.” I do not assume that any learner of another language is to be 
“dominated” by it, e.g. that the spread of English should be dismissed as 
“linguistic imperialism” and the continuation of power relationships between 
“colonisers” and “colonised” (cf. Tollefson 1991, Phillipson 1992) as this 
may be related to instrumentality in terms of utility as well. The concept of 
utility refers to language as a form of economic and cultural capital (cf. 
Pomerantz 2001). Utility is first and foremost coupled to an idea about lan-
guage as commodity, e.g. by facilitating access to the labour market. Also, 
the notion of utility may also have a non-economic side to it if it facilitates 
travels and opens cultural horizons, and also provides access to modern 
communications media (O’Keefe 2001). I agree, however, that the aspect of 
power relations is important to pay attention to when examining language 
issues, not least related to the motive of inequality as discussed in Section 
2.4.5 above.  

                               
65 I find it important to emphasise Giles et al.’s way of formulating this, as it is imperative not 
to confuse languages with groups speaking certain languages as to where agency is found 
(which for instance Phillipson et al. (1995) have a tendency to do, e.g. pp. 25-26, making 
languages the agents, cf. Edwards 1994). 
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2.5 Summary 
Taken together the theoretical and analytical framework focusing on change, 
conflict and motivation in language policy as presented in this chapter will 
structure and guide the empirical investigation. My basic assumption was 
that social change has an impact on the role of language in society, and that 
this impacts language policy, not only on the level of authorities but also on 
the level of the individual. I proposed to examine this relationship through 
the concept of motivation, since motivation is interrelated to language be-
liefs, practices and management alike. My empirical investigation will thus 
focus on the relationship between motivation and language policy as this is 
presented, discussed and negotiated in the talk of the interviewees in addi-
tion to how these issues were addressed in the questionnaire. 

First, I will present the historical and political context, highlighting the 
historical background as important for us in order to identify underlying 
assumptions and attitudes which are related to the current language issue. 
Next, I will briefly outline contemporary debates on various levels in order 
to point to certain important features which are interrelated with the trans-
formation of Ukrainian society and the processes of state- and nation-
building. I will especially focus on the role of the educational system as an 
agent of social change since I assume that this is one site where changes are 
detectable and also that changes are designed according to certain ideas. At 
this point it may be useful to return to the model from Chapter 1 and add and 
refine some components. This model may be seen as going from the macro 
level, (social change and nation- and state-building), down to the micro level 
(the individual and his or her motivation in language policy), and conflict on 
the micro level rather than on the macro level. Thus my interest is in how 
large social changes impact the individual and his or her language practices, 
language beliefs and language management. My theoretical assumption was 
that change, here conceptualised as political and social transformation, have 
an impact on the role of language in society.66 In addition, processes of na-
tion- and state-building are central in relation to the ongoing changes in con-
temporary Ukrainian society, therefore this component has been added. 
These processes clearly have bearings on the role of language in contempo-
rary Ukrainian society and thus on the language situation. The language 
situation is assumed to both influence and be influenced by language policy, 
conceptualised as language practice, language beliefs and language man-
agement. 

 
                               
66 I should point out that I do not conceive of this as necessarily being a question of causality. 
With respect to studies on language policy, Spolsky (2004:41) maintains that “causal direction 
will be slippery and difficult to ascertain /…/ While the interaction between factors and poli-
cies is often expressed causally, it is wiser to think of it as a probable association or construc-
tive interaction.” 
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Figure 2.1 Extended overview 
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By studying motivation we may examine how motivation (conceptualised as 
seven more or less interrelated motives) influence the three components of 
language policy. This framework also allows for examining how the lan-
guage situation interrelates with motivation through language policy; moti-
vation and policy may reproduce but also (slowly) alter the language situa-
tion. I have placed language conflict at the bottom of the model, since I 
mainly put my emphasis on conflict in relation to the individual and the 
various motives and not only on the level of society at large. The empirical 
investigation will thus focus on aspects such as conflicting perceptions of 
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how to describe the situation, how to act upon it, whether one motive or an-
other can be seen as the predominant in a certain attitudes or whether sev-
eral, conflicting motives are present. My initial theoretical assumptions held 
that change leads to conflict (e.g. over interest, power, identity) but that con-
flict should not necessarily be conceptualised as violent, and that this may 
just as well relate to the individual as to social groups. Analytically, I aim at 
examining motivation in relation to language policy, and not least how di-
mensions of language policy are in many cases decidedly non-linguistic. As 
pointed out, language policy ought to be examined within a framework fo-
cusing on historical and structural factors and how these may constrain or 
empower individuals, and this becomes even more interesting in a time of 
pronounced social changes. I see this theoretical and analytical framework as 
useful in that it allows for a focus on the individual without reducing this to a 
focus solely on “rational” choices, and that one may also take into account 
how circumstances and social or political contexts may influence various 
aspects of motivation in language practices, language beliefs and language 
management. 
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3 The language issue in Ukraine: A 
background to the current discussion 

The language issue in contemporary Ukraine can be considered only in a 
historical political context. In the relationship between the Russian and 
Ukrainian languages, and to some extent between the Polish and Ukrainian 
languages, Ukrainian has been relegated to a position of being a “low lan-
guage”; the language of the people rather than of the educated elites and 
those with political and economic power. It has been considered outmoded 
by parts of the general population and authorities alike representing the rural, 
the traditional and the backwards – if not seen as politically subversive by 
authorities from tsarist times throughout the Soviet period. The background 
for discussing language questions in contemporary Ukraine must thus be 
traced back in history. In this chapter I will describe the historical back-
ground of the language issue and some of the varying interpretations of his-
torical events. I will bring forth some issues that are central in order to frame 
the subsequent analysis such as the establishing of two competing historical 
narratives, the formation of the Ukrainian nation during the national-
romantic nineteenth century, the language situation in the 1920s and how 
this situation changed in the 1930s. Further, I will discuss the conceptions of 
bilingualism and equal rights during the Soviet period, and the Soviet legacy 
with respect to post-Soviet politics of language and identity. I will present 
the post-Soviet period in terms of language policies according to the nation-
building processes of the 1990s, and finally I will introduce certain main 
points in language debates in post-Soviet Ukraine and how these relate to 
some of the issues discussed in the preceding chapter. 

3.1 Two grand narratives 
In a Ukrainian-Russian context there are two main grand narratives which 
relate to two different schools of history.67 One, the imperial grand narrative, 

                               
67 As Kuzio (2006) points out, four different schools of history writing can be discerned, of 
which two are rather marginalised in contemporary Ukraine, the imperial Russian and the 
Soviet, whereas the Ukrainophile and the east Slavic are the dominant ones in public dis-
course in contemporary Ukraine. I nevertheless chose to go back to imperial Russian histori-
ography for the general historical background, since this leads up to and in some sense frames 
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is a “narrative of the origins and evolution of the Russian Empire” which 
combined “dynastic, religious, imperial, and Russian national history in or-
der to present a virtually unbroken thousand-year story of ‘Russia’ and the 
‘Russian people.’” In this narrative “Ukrainians and Russians are treated as 
offshoots of the same people sharing a common historical legacy, a common 
Orthodox faith, and, therefore, a common national destiny” (Kohut 2001:70). 
The other is a Ukrainian national grand narrative in which Ukrainian (inter-
rupted) statehood and the struggle for independence has been emphasised.68 
Both the Russian and Ukrainian versions of history include the medieval 
kingdom of Kyivan Rus’, and this is where I will start. Muscovite references 
to Kyiv served rather as a means of establishing and legitimising a connec-
tion to Byzantium, and to “establish the legitimacy and primacy of the ruling 
dynasty and its orthodox faith, as well as promote the construction of em-
pire” as Kyiv was the point of origin of both Orthodoxy and tsardom (Kohut 
2001:70-71). Riabchuk (2005) points out that this historical legacy, on the 
one hand, legitimises the “(re-)absorption of Ukrainian and Belarusian lands 
and the (re-)assimilation of the local, ‘inferior’ people into the Russian na-
tion” on the part of Russian authorities. From a Ukrainian point of view, on 
the other hand, tracing the history back to Kyivan Rus’ and representing 
themselves as the “direct and genuine heirs” meant a possibility of Ukraini-
ans’ “stressing their own separateness from Muscovy” as the “best way to 
de-legitimize the Russian invasion and assimilationist policies.” It has thus 
been claimed that “Kyivan Rus’ provided both Ukrainians and Russians with 
the opportunity to marginalize the other” (ibid). For a detailed overview of 
the history of Kyivan Rus’ and events during the following centuries, see 
Orest Subtelny (2000), Paul R. Magosci (1998) and Wilson (2002a).69

                                                                                                                             
the current situation. In this historical background I simplify this picture and outline the two 
“old” competing narratives. For a systematised examination of Ukrainian and Russian histo-
riographies and competing myths, see Andrew Wilson (1998a, 1998b). For a compelling 
analysis of how these different perspectives have been reflected in literature see literary 
scholar Myroslav Shkandrij (2002). 
68 Nancy Popson (2001) discusses how the emphasis on the development of the Ukrainian 
nation is central in the history curriculum for Ukrainian pupils in post-Soviet Ukraine and that 
Rus’ and the Cossack period are most important to this narrative. 
69 After the decline of Kyivan Rus’ beginning in the twelfth century, much of contemporary 
Ukrainian territory was under the Mongolian Khanate. At the same time, in the western parts 
of Ukrainian territory, the Kingdom of Galicia-Volhynia grew to influence central Ukrainian 
territories, later to become part of the Duchy of Lithuania (1340), and then the Polish-
Lithuanian commonwealth, in which Poland eventually became the strongest part. The terri-
tory of contemporary Ukraine was divided between Poland and Russia, until the partitions of 
Poland in the end of the eighteenth century. Then the westernmost part of Ukraine was occu-
pied by the Habsburgs, later to become part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. The remaining 
parts, both the Left bank and the Right bank (referring to the banks on either side of the River 
Dnipro) were incorporated into the Russian Empire. In the end of the eighteenth century the 
conquest towards the southern parts of contemporary Ukraine started, eventually conquering 
the Crimean Khanate. After World War I and the treaty of Brest-Litovsk, the western parts of 
Ukraine were divided between Poland, Hungary and Czechoslovakia. Only during and after 
World War II and as a result of the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact of 1939 were these parts an-
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The Cossacks have been important to Ukrainian historiography as the 
Cossack state has equipped Ukrainian historians with a previous “statehood” 
apart from Kyivan Rus’.70 The Cossacks were primarily runaway peasants, 
but came also from other social groups, and settled on the frontier, on the 
plains of the River Dnipro. These have been depicted as freedom loving, 
independent, adventurous and brave, and not least defenders of the true faith, 
Orthodoxy. The Cossacks have been credited with establishing what has 
been referred to as a democratic political culture (with equal rights and par-
ticipations in councils, which among others elected leaders, the commander 
being the hetman).71 Among others, the Cossacks settled in what is consid-
ered the cradle of Cossackdom, the island fortress know as the 
Zaporizhzhian Sich in today’s eastern parts of Ukraine. Up to and after the 
1648 rebellion against the Poles, led by Hetman Bohdan Khmel’nyts’kyi, 
two more political entities emerged: Sloboda Ukraine, new territories to the 
east of which Kharkiv became the centre, and the Hetmanate stretching out 
over parts of central Ukraine. According to Magosci (1998:231), after 1711 
the tradition of Cossack statehood was preserved only in the Hetmanate. 
Sloboda Ukraine was dissolved in 1765, Zaporizhzhia in 1775, and the Het-
manate lasted until it was abolished by Russian Emperess Catherine II in 
1785. 

1654 is the year of one of the most crucial events in this common history, 
the year of the Pereiaslav Treaty.72 Hetman Khmel’nyts’kyi’s agreement 

                                                                                                                             
nexed and united with the rest of Ukrainian territory within the Ukrainain Soviet Republic 
(UkrSSR) in the Soviet Union. This historical division of Ukrainian territory and the follow-
ing exposure to and experience of different systems and various powers has resulted in differ-
ent views upon and interpretations of historical event and figures. It has been claimed that 
these varying historical experiences have made it even more difficult to establish a common 
Ukrainian identity based on common values and orientations today (Riabchuk 2002, 2005, 
Hrytsak 2000, Shulman 1999) and it has resulted in discussions of the “two Ukraines” and 
also to what degree regional, ethnic and linguistic differences matter in contemporary Ukrain-
ian social and political life (cf. Riabchuk 2002, Zhurzhenko 2002b, Kubicek 2000, Barrington 
2002a, Kuzio 1998a, Arel 1995b).  
70 See Wilson (2002a) Chapter 4, for a discussion of the nature of the Hetmanate and the 
foregoing revolution. See Magosci (1998:231) for a discussion on the term Cossack state and 
what it implies.  
71 For instance, according to the fifth-grade textbook in history analysed in Popson (2001) the 
Cossacks are presented as “without fear” standing for the defense of the people, and the text 
“stresses in particular the democratic nature of Cossack society and the Cossack’s love of 
freedom. It underlines their ability to unify ‘Ukrainian’ territory in a state that lasted for some 
200 years, as well as society’s individual characteristics and traditions” (Popson 2001:331).  
72 This treaty was preceded by the uprising led by Bohdan Kmel’nyts’kyi against the Poles in 
1648, also spurring pogroms against the Jews. The Polish-Ukrainian war lasted until the 
signing of the Bila Tserkva agreement in September 1651, an agreement that was advanta-
geous to the Poles, with the Polish nobility returning to Ukraine. As Subtelny (2000:133) 
points out, Khmel’nyts’ky realised that he needed the support of a foreign power to assure a 
lasting victory over the Poles, but the price would be to accept the overlordship of the ruler 
who provided the aid. Then Ukrainians looked for a monarch who could “provide their newly 
formed autonomous society with legitimacy and protection”, The Ottoman Porte accepted, but 
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with Tsar Aleksei Mikhailovich placed Ukrainian territory under the protec-
torate of Muscovy. This treaty has thus been regarded as marking the end of 
potential Ukrainian independence or political self-determination. On the 
other hand, the agreement has also been depicted as a re-union of the two 
brotherly peoples, Russians and Ukrainians, in one state, an image that was 
heavily utilised by Soviet authorities during the Soviet period.73 The Perei-
aslav Treaty is one event that has been interpreted differently in the two his-
torical narratives and is thus an illustration of understandings of historical 
events that differ greatly.74 The death of Khmel’nyts’kyi in 1657 then 
marked the beginning of the period of Ruin (Ruina) (1655-1686) in which 
internal conflicts and differences over what should become of the Cossack 
state, successively strengthened Muscovy’s position on the one side and 
Poland’s on the other side – and what makes up current Ukrainian territory 
would not be united again for almost 300 years within a single political sys-
tem (Subtelny 2000:152). However, this treaty also resulted in important 
contributions from the Ukrainian clergy’s side to the historiography of the 
Tsarist Empire. In the seventeenth century, the Ukrainian clergy introduced 
an idea based on the notion of a common Orthodox Slavic entity, Slavia 
Orthodoxa, “a world based on the Orthodox faith and on the Slavonic lan-
guage of the liturgy and of high culture” (Kohut 2001:72). This idea was 
presented in the work Sinopsis, published by the Kyivan Cave Monastery in 
1674. The initial version of Ukrainian and Russian commonality proposed 
by the Ukrainian clergy was an attempt at preserving “native cultural and 
political traditions” while at the same time linking Ukraine with Russia 
through a combination of history, dynasty, religion (“and even a vague sense 
of ethnicity”) according to the historian Zenon Kohut (2001). A reason for 
this was a wish to protect Orthodoxy from Roman Catholicism; thus the elite 
wanted to protect the only truly independent Orthodox monarch. According 
to Magosci (1998:257) the Sinopsis “quickly became the most popular and 
widely used textbook in Ukraine and Muscovy. Although it is described by 
some as the first textbook of Ukrainian history, it is in fact the first attempt 
at providing a historical continuum for the history of the East Slavs from the 
earliest times to the seventeenth century – and one, moreover, which justi-
fied Muscovy’s self-perception as the successor to the Kievan inheritance 
/…/ From such a perspective, the union of Cossack Ukraine with Muscovy 
in 1654 was viewed as simply the logical conclusion of history – a renewal 
of the unity of the Rus’ lands.” Kohut holds that the Russian imperial grand 

                                                                                                                             
resistance against an “infidel” (and internal changes in the Ottoman Porte) put an end to this, 
and the Orthodox tsar of Muscovy became a more fitting candidate.   
73 It has been claimed that Nikita Khrushchev gave Crimea to the UkrSSR in 1954 to com-
memorate the 300th anniversary of the Pereiaslav Treaty. 
74 Subtelny (2000:135) outlines five major interpretations of the Pereiaslav Treaty, four inter-
pretations by Ukrainian and Russian scholars concerning different degrees of subjugation, and 
a fifth one proposed by the Communist Party of the Soviet Union in 1954. 
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narrative had been fully formed by the mid-nineteenth century. By time, an 
idea of a Slavia Orthodoxa that was “originally designed to meet the expec-
tations and interests of the Ukrainian clerical elite” had turned out to provide 
“an expanding dynastic empire with a larger historical framework and iden-
tity” (Kohut 2001:72). With Nikolai Karamzin’s Istoriia gosudarstva ros-
siiskogo (1816-24) a traditional scheme of Russian history emerged. Here 
“Russianness” was not linked to territory but to autocracy and statehood; 
thus in Karamzin’s history writing, “continuity between Kyiv and Moscow is 
not cultural, religious, or ethnic but political” (ibid:73). In 1837, Nikolai 
Ustrialov “produced the first officially approved textbook of Russian history 
written with the specific aim of demonstrating the ‘unity of Polish, Lithua-
nian, and Russian history’ and the ‘Russian character’ of the southwestern 
part of the Empire (i.e. Ukraine)” (Kohut 2001:73, Velychenko 1992). Ac-
cording to Ustrailov’s history, “‘Rossiia’ already existed as a political nation 
with a common language and a shared belief in autocracy in Kyivan times” 
and his scheme “combined the new idea of Russian nationhood with the old 
concept of dynastic patrimony in order to produce a compelling and politi-
cally utilitarian interpretation of Ukraine’s relationship with Russia” (Kohut 
2001:73). 

The imperial grand narrative became paradigmatic for the Russian Empire 
and even the Soviet Union (in a different form), and at the same time it cre-
ated a base for a Ukrainian counter narrative. Kohut holds that the alternative 
Ukrainian narrative “when noticed at all, was considered a defect that threat-
ened to weaken the Russian monarchy, state, and ultimately people or na-
tion” (ibid:75). Thus, what Kohut calls the “unity paradigm” became the 
officially accepted one. The Ukrainian alternative narrative developed in the 
period between the seventeenth and early nineteenth centuries, among other 
things insisting on political and social distinctiveness. Here two different 
traditions developed, one exemplified by the Sinopsis as described above. 
Additionally, one historical work written in 1822, A History of Little Russia 
appealed to the Ukrainian nobility who were loyal to the tsar, and the author, 
Dmytro Bantysh-Kamensky, “argued that Ukrainians, despite their distinc-
tive and heroic history, were nonetheless a branch of the Russian people and 
their reunion with Russia was a high point of their history. For many Ukrain-
ian nobles this interpretation was convenient and convincing, for it allowed 
them to acknowledge their Ukrainian (Maloros) distinctiveness while stress-
ing their loyalty to the tsar and adherence to the powerful Russian state and 
nation” (Subtelny 2000:227).75

                               
75 The designation “Little Russia” (Malorossiia) may need some further explanation as it 
originated not from the notion of the Ukrainian lands being subordinate to the Russian lands. 
The terms originate from the fourteenth century when Byzantium needed terms to distinguish 
the jurisdiction of the Kyiv metropolitan from that of the Moscow metropolitan and in Byzan-
tine Greek the region closest to Constantinople was called Mikrā Rosiia, meaning inner or 
Little Rus’ whereas the more distant Muscovy [Muscovite jurisdiction] was called Megalē 
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The other tradition grew out of the Cossack Chronicles, a “new genre of 
historical writing” produced by the secular political elite, the Cossack offi-
cers and administrators who ruled Ukraine after the 1654 treaty. Here a no-
tion of Cossack Ukraine came into being but also an attempt at showing that 
“there were in fact two Rus’ entities, Russia and Ukraine (Little Russia)” 
focusing on Little Russia’s rights and liberties as “[t]he authors of these and 
other Cossack chronicles and histories were not interested in justifying tsar-
ist rule on the basis of dynastic claims or in linking Ukraine with Russia on 
the basis of ethnicity or religion” (Kohut 2001:74). An alternative narrative 
was expressed and further expanded in Istoriia Rusov (History of the Rus’ 
people, 1846), whose “underlying thesis was that Ukrainian Rus’ and the 
Little Russian people had a natural, moral, and historical right to their own 
political development” (ibid:74). This direction in history writing originated 
in the abolishment of the Cossack polity in the end of the eighteenth century. 
Istoriia Rusov has been labelled an anonymous “anti-Russian polemic”, fo-
cusing on the theme of Ukrainian Rus’ having entered the unions with 
Lithuania, Poland and Muscovy as a “free and equal partner”, thus putting 
forward the idea of an “autonomous Little Russia” within the Russian Em-
pire (ibid:74-75). Subtelny (2000:227) holds that the work “unabashedly 
glorified and romanticized the Cossack past, and although the author did not 
advocate outright independence for Ukraine, he did view Ukrainians as a 
people separate from the Russians and called for some form of self-
government.”76

3.1.1 “Little Russians” in the Empire 
As should be clear from the two grand narratives sketched out above, there 
are also various interpretations as to the status of Ukrainians in the Empire; 
e.g. were they considered a distinct group, when did they in that case be-
come aware of being distinct, or were they a sub-group of the all-Russian 
people? Ukrainians were not known by their present name until the late nine-
teenth century (Velychenko 1992) but they were known as Malorossy (little 
Russians), south Russians, or they called themselves Rusyns in Galicia, 

                                                                                                                             
Rosiia, i.e., outer or Great Rus’. The use of these terms were developed further as the Musco-
vite rulers began calling themselves grand princes, later tsars of “all Rus’”, a title reformu-
lated to “Tsar of All Great, Little, and White Rus’” (vseia Velikiia i Malyia i Belyia Rusi) and 
with Tsar Peter I the tsardom of Muscovy was transformed into the Russian empire, and thus 
was the term Rus’ transformed into Russia (Rossiia) (Magocsi 1998:68). 
76 The version of Ukrainian history that was the official counter narrative to the Soviet ver-
sion, which has become dominant in contemporary Ukraine, is found in historian Mykhailo 
Hrushevs’kyi’s ten volume Istoriia Ukrainy-Rus (1898-1937). Hrushevs’kyi was elected 
president of the Central Rada in 1917, and according to Wilson (2002a:123) he “put in place 
many of the prerequisites of a new nation /…/ The new nation the populists sought to bring 
into being was therefore defined by Hrushevs’kyi’s historical mythology and by nineteenth-
century assumptions about a community of descent determined by ‘native tongue’.” 
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Bukovina, and Transcarpathia as late as into the twentieth century (Magocsi 
1998:68). Velychenko points out that “Malorossia” some seventy years after 
being incorporated into the Muscovite tsardom had a “distinct status as re-
flected in the tsarist title: ‘Vseia Velikaia i Malyia i Belyia Rosii’” (Vely-
chenko 1992:xxvii) but that Peter I gradually replaced this formula with one 
word, “Vserosiiskyi,” from 1705 to erase potential legal distinctions that 
might be used for justifying particularistic interests. 

In the Russian Empire, what Subtelny (2000:206) calls a Little Russian 
(maloros) mentality was quite prevalent among the Ukrainian elite who be-
come loyal or devoted subjects of the tsar; “For them Ukraine became little 
more than a part, albeit an endearing one, of the imperial whole, and 
Ukrainians were but a ‘tribe’ of the Russian people. They were indifferent 
and even antagonistic to any political action based on the notion of Ukrain-
ian separateness”. This was related to being impressed with “the empire’s 
power and grandeur”, the attraction of career opportunities and contentment 
with being accepted into the Russian imperial nobility. As “Ukrainians were 
linguistically and culturally closely related to the Russians, the governments 
found it easy to view Ukraine essentially as a Russian land” and thus speed 
the “natural” process of Ukrainians to become “true Russians” (ibid:203). 
According to Subtelny the policy of Russification “emerged in full force” 
after the Polish uprising of 1830 (cf. Ustrialov’s history textbook as men-
tioned above), an attempt to “transform the Right Bank into a culturally 
‘genuinely Russian land’” with a “primary goal to reduce Polish influence on 
the Right Bank,” but these policies had effects on the Ukrainian peasantry as 
well. Russian became the language of instruction, a Russian university was 
founded in Kyiv, and Kyiv was further “transformed into a bastion of Rus-
sian culture and a major stronghold of the imperial army” (ibid:211). 

The relation between the Russians and other groups was “fixed” in differ-
ent kinds of hierarchies (Kappeler 2003). Ukrainians were either seen as part 
of the Great Russian nation, inhabitants of “Southern Russia”, as loyal sub-
jects to the tsar, taking part in the Russian culture (malorossy) or they were 
harmless peasant masses (kholkhly), and the Ukrainian language was consid-
ered a dialect of the Russian language (cf. Andriewsky 2003). Or, the 
Ukrainians were potential traitors, separatists (mazepintsy), and in that 
scheme the Ukrainian language might be seen as a marker of disloyalty and 
separatism. The term mazepintsy refers to Hetman Ivan Mazepa (1644-
1709), who sided with the Swedish king Charles XII against the Russian 
Tsar Peter in the Battle of Poltava (1709). Mazepa’s name came to be asso-
ciated with treachery and disloyalty in both imperial and Soviet historiogra-
phy (Magosci 1998:238pp). The Ukrainian language and the culture, history 
and traditions of the Ukrainian nation thus became associated with either 
being a variety of the Russian ditto, “second rate” and provincial, or with 
being “disloyal” and “unreliable”. 
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3.1.2 Becoming Ukrainian  
The first written histories of Ukraine relied on local patriotism, but only with 
Ukrainian territories firmly within the bounds of the Russian Empire. Folk-
lore, the collecting of folk songs and ethnographic studies were also part of 
the first period creating the basis for the later formation of a “national con-
sciousness” by beginning to stress differences between groups based on 
songs, traditions, etc. The newly founded university in Kharkiv 1804/05 
played an important role at this stage, and by the 1820s Kharkiv had become 
“the first centre of the Ukrainian cultural revival” (Magosci 1998). Here the 
first anthologies of Ukrainian literature and the first periodicals devoted to 
Ukrainian themes were published. With time, these also became a forum for 
publications in the Ukrainian language. In 1834 the University of St Vladi-
mir in Kyiv was founded to counter Polish influence,77 and it was thus an 
instrument of Russian imperial ideology, but also here research turned to 
material that in time could be used to create a Ukrainian history. 

The Ukrainian national movement belonged to the type of intelligentsia-
inspired nationalisms where the “national intelligentsia worked to convince 
their self-defined constituencies that they formed a distinct national group. 
As a distinct national group, they deserved cultural and political autonomy if 
not independent statehood” (Magosci 1998:353). As I discussed in Chapter 
2, at this point having a separate language may become a pertinent issue and 
I will return to this matter below. Leading figures among the Ukrainian intel-
lectual leaders of the nineteenth century such as Panteleimon Kulish, Mykola 
Kostomarov and Taras Shevchenko, began using the word Ukrainian to “dis-
tinguish their people as clearly as possible from Russians” in their struggle 
for Ukrainian cultural autonomy (if not necessarily political autonomy), and 
according to the historian Stephen Velychenko “[t]his term stuck and its 
introduction can be seen as a necessary condition for the development of the 
Ukrainian national movement” (Velychenko 1992:xxviii). The person who 
would have the single most importance in the development of the national 
movement was Taras Shevchenko, a painter, poet and writer, who in his 
poems wrote a history of Ukrainians as previously independent and brutally 
subjugated by Muscovite and Polish oppressors, and he thus opposed the 
“Little Russian mentality” (Magosci 1998).78 Shevchenko became ac-
quainted with other intellectuals in Kyiv in the mid-1840s. At this time a 
secret society was formed, the Cyril and Methodius Brotherhood, whose 
activities consisted of discussions and the formulation of a program propa-
gating social equality, Slavic brotherhood and, indirectly, Ukrainian patriot-

                               
77 This university was founded by the minister of education, Count Sergei Uvarov, also know 
for formulating the doctrine for education as resting upon orthodoxy, autocracy and nation-
hood (narodnost’). 
78 On Shevchenko’s motives, see Shkandrij (2002). Shevchenko was also used as a revolu-
tionary hero by Soviet authorities. 
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ism – but also the abolition of serfdom and education of the masses. The 
group was reported and arrested, imprisoned or sent in the army and in exile. 
Shevchenko was exiled for an indefinite time, and all the accused were for-
bidden to live in Ukraine after serving their terms. From now on, the local 
patriotism in cultural activities that had previously been supported by the 
tsarist regime would be suspected of being related to separatism. The 
Ukrainian movement became more political with the twentieth century and 
the reforms of 1905, the emergence of various political parties with differing 
views on the future of Ukraine.79 Yet, as Magosci (ibid:382) maintains, 
Ukrainians within the Russian Empire found themselves in the conceptual 
framework of a hierarchy of multiple loyalties where “Ukrainianess as some-
thing distinct from Russianness had no prestige, and being a Ukrainian 
brought no tangible social, economic, or cultural advantages in the nine-
teenth-century Russian Empire.” 

3.1.3 Attempting to establish the one and unifying language 
The standard Ukrainian and Russian languages are both classified as Eastern 
Slavic languages, sharing features with Belarusan. Both the linguist George 
Y. Shevelov (1981:216) and Magosci (1998:100) point to problems with 
defining the genesis of the literary Ukrainian language by asking about its 
origins. “When did the Ukrainian language arise?” and “What were the lan-
guages of Kievan Rus’?” they ask rhetorically. Shevelov asserts that such a 
question is “however, both unanswerable and unscholarly, for it ignores the 
difficulty of defining historically the term ‘Ukrainian language’.” Both 
Shevelov and Magosci start with the first known literary language in the 
tenth century. The (Old Slavonic) Church Slavonic of Kyivan Rus’ was 
based on south Slavic dialects, thus not reflecting the spoken languages of 
Kyivan Rus’. With respect to the spoken language, Magosci (1998:101-102) 
holds that “informed hypotheses suggest that Slavic linguistic unity began to 
break down at perhaps the time of the era of political disintegration during 
the mid-twelfth century, and that out of this differentiation Ukrainian, Bela-
rusan, and Russian began to take shape in the thirteenth and fourteenth cen-
turies.” Any discussion on the genesis of the language will inevitably be 
political, since claims about the origins and age of languages are used to 
support and refute territorial claims and language rights today. In post-Soviet 
Ukraine, theories that the languages spoken in Kyiv Rus were closer to mod-
ern Ukrainian than to Russian have been revived and incorporated into his-
tory and myth-making, and the “alleged ancient origins of the Ukrainian 
language reinforce demands that it be given a dominant and state status in 

                               
79 See Magosci (1998), Subtelny (2000) and Wilson (2002a) on the further development and 
fate of the Ukrainian national movement in the different parts of what is contemporary 
Ukraine until World War I. 
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independent Ukraine (rather than Ukrainian and Russian being two state 
languages)” (Kuzio 2006:421). 

In spite of some adaptation to local speech habits, Church Slavonic re-
mained a literary language used for religious purposes (and at times “puri-
fied” in order to keep above the everyday idiom). In what is currently 
Ukrainian territory, an additional literary language emerged, the so-called 
prostaia mova (Shevelov 1981, Uspenskii 1994).80 Whereas Boris Uspenskii 
(1994) holds that prostaia mova disappeared and has no connection to mod-
ern-day Ukrainian, Shevelov sees it as a vernacular that displayed a high 
degree of standardisation, was used in administration until the introduction 
of the Russian administrative system in 1780-84, and that despite “all the 
differences between [the modern Ukrainian language] and the prostaia mova 
of the seventeenth century, the genetic ties between the two cannot be de-
nied” (Shevelov 1981:224). Shevelov also mentions the gradual replacement 
in literary usage of northern and western dialects by central/eastern/south-
eastern dialects, from the Poltava, Kyiv, and Kharkiv-areas, pointing out that 
“[t]his change was probably due to the political dismemberment of Ukraine 
upon its third partition between Russian and Austro-Hungary (1793-5) and 
to the economic and cultural decline of its northern and western regions 
which turned Kiev, Poltava and, in particular, Kharkiv, after the founding of 
its university, into the principal cultural centres” (Shevelov 1981:223). The 
modern Ukrainian literary language is a product of the nineteenth century. 
This was the period when it was standardised, and it was also a direct out-
come of that epoch’s thoughts of “one nation, one language”. This period 
was foregone by the influence of classicism from Western literature, which 
reached the Russian Empire in the second half of the eighteenth century. 
“Romanticism, on the other hand, stressed what could be called the symbolic 
function of a language: language became the banner, the platform, the slo-
gan, and the measure of all things /…/ Language was considered the expres-
sion of the nation’s aspirations and soul and the sum of its historic experi-
ence” (Shevelov 1981:224). The entire period of standardising a literary 
Ukrainian language was marked by certain specific problems. One problem 
was that the Ukrainian language has been “confronted” on two sides; another 
problem was that of establishing one common variety of the language. Ac-
cording to the linguist Paul N. Wexler (1974), the use of Russian and Polish 
as official languages of both government and the educated people relegated 
Ukrainian to a status of diminished prestige within the respective territories. 

The threat of displacement by Russian or Polish runs as a leitmotiv through 
Ukrainian linguistic discussions. To Russian and Polish influences, Ukrainian 
nationalists attribute (a) the denationalization of a very large segment of the 

                               
80 In addition, there was a language labelled Ruthenian (rusk’yi) closer to Belarusan, based on 
spoken dialects of the Vilna region, which was used in administration in Polish-Lithuanian 
commonwealth (Shevelov 1981). 
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Ukrainian intelligentsia and a shift of linguistic and cultural allegiance to 
Russian or Polish; (b) the ignorance of the standard among the masses of 
Ukrainian speakers, and (c) an attitude of disrespect toward the language on 
the part of many speakers, coupled with a widespread disinterest in learning 
and employing the language (ibid:40). 

This means that any attempt to establish a literary language had to be ad-
vanced on two fronts, since the Ukrainian language was in a low-status posi-
tion not only to one other language, but two. The latter part of the nineteenth 
century saw the struggle of establishing Ukrainian as a language suited for 
more than everyday peasant life, and an effort to make people perceive of it 
as a possible language of instruction, science, the government and the press. 
Wexler (1974) has examined Ukrainian language debates of the nineteenth 
century, and summarises arguments from the proponents of an independent 
Ukrainian literary language, which could well be regarded in relation to the 
general sentiments of that period in many other European countries or na-
tion(state)s-to-be (cf. Fishman 1997). The claims put forward regarding the 
role of a language in relation to its nation are well-known from debates 
among other groups of intellectuals in the same epoch (and can also be found 
in some form in contemporary language debates in Ukraine). Some of the 
general ideas are outlined by Wexler in the following way: “an independent 
literary language is seen as an important means of insulating the Ukrainian 
people from the threat of cultural and linguistic submersion in the seas of 
contiguous nations”; further, “every nation demands its own literary lan-
guage to ensure its cultural and national integrity” (cf. Haugen 2000 [1966] 
quoted on p. 49), and “a nation cannot expect proper respect from the outside 
world or from its own members when it does not have a literary and scien-
tific language of its own. A literary language is important because it en-
hances the self-respect of all speakers”. Furthermore, “[o]ther nations /../ 
have their own literary languages and Ukrainians must have theirs if they are 
to take their rightful place among the civilized nations of the world” (Wexler 
1974:42-43). Hence, the role played by an “independent” language of their 
own in relation to the conception of the nation was crucial for many of the 
early Ukrainian nationalists, opposing claims that Ukrainian should be clas-
sified as a dialect of either Polish or Russian. Another recurring debate con-
cerned the issue of standardisation and codification—whether one should 
allow for different dialects to form the base of the literary language, or 
whether the ideal was a “unified” language with one clearly defined norm. 
The main problem was to standardise a language that was used in such a vast 
and politically divided territory: “From the earliest discussions, both oppo-
nents and proponents of a separate Ukrainian literary language are well 
aware of the dialectal variety that prevails throughout the Ukrainian speech 
territory as well as of the different cultural, religious, and political alle-
giances of the population; these differences are said to present major prob-
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lems in the establishment of one common literary norm for all the Ukraine” 
(ibid:69-70). During this period, the heterogeneity of the norms of the 
Ukrainian language was even put forward as an argument against it as a lit-
erary language. An additional predicament was that a significant majority, 
about 85 percent of Ukrainians, resided within the Russian Empire and the 
rest in Austria-Hungary; 13 percent in Eastern Galicia and 2 percent in Tran-
scarpathia (Dingley 1989). 

The official attitudes in the Russian Empire were hostile to Ukrainian. In 
the parts that were under the Russian Empire, the use of Ukrainian was pro-
hibited by decrees several times; since this was not legally considered a 
separate language, it might be politically dangerous to allow it to spread in 
print. First, in 1863 the minister of the interior, Petr Valuev, banned the pub-
lication in Ukrainian of all scholarly, religious and educational books. In the 
circular, known as the Valuev decree, it was also quoted that “a Little Rus-
sian language has not, does not, and cannot exist, and that its dialects as spo-
ken by the masses are the same as the Russian language, with the exception 
of some corruption from Poland” (cited in Magosci 1998:369). This censor-
ship was a way to hinder what was perceived as ideas about Ukrainian sepa-
ratism. In 1876, Alexander II banned all printing and import of Ukrainian-
language publications in the Ems ukaz, with amendments in 1881 allowing 
for dictionaries and musical lyrics to be published in Ukrainian if Russian 
orthography was used. The urge to ban the import of publications was a re-
sult of the fact that Galicia, part of the Austrian-Hungarian Empire, increas-
ingly played the role of the main centre of Ukrainophile activities since this 
western part of Ukraine was out of the reach of tsarist restrictions. The ob-
stacles that faced the Ukrainian language in the Russian Empire invariably 
led to a dominance of Galician Ukrainian. This variation was widely used in 
newspapers and journals, but was found to be unacceptable to many eastern 
Ukrainians because of influence from Polish and German on both vocabu-
lary and syntax (Wexler 1974). Within the Austro-Hungarian Empire, 
Ukrainians had opportunities to conduct and develop cultural, literary and 
educational activities.81 As James Dingley (1989:175) notes, “the most strik-
ing linguistic result of the division of Ukrainian territory between Austria 
and Russia was the failure to establish a single literary language.” 

3.2 The Soviet period 
Not until the second decade of the twentieth century was the Ukrainian lan-
guage supported institutionally. In the brief period of time between the end 
of the Russian Empire in February 1917 and the full incorporation of 

                               
81 For more on the activities in this part of Ukrainian territory, see works on history such as 
Magosci (1998), Subtelny (2000) or Wilson (2002a). 
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Ukrainian territory as one of the republics of the Soviet Union in 1920, 
hopes for political autonomy within a new Russian Federation were raised. 
Even more, the creation of an independent state was a goal for some Ukrain-
ian leaders. The Ukrainian National Republic was proclaimed in 1918 and 
for the first time an official Ukrainian language policy was formulated. 
Firstly, this meant that demands for the Ukrainianisation of both government 
administration and the school system had to be met. Simultaneously authori-
ties had to fight “those hostile to the very idea of a Ukrainian language on 
the grounds of its lack of orthographical norms, its inadequate lexical and 
terminological resources and its ‘general coarseness’, that is, it was not om-
nifunctional, needed normalisation and suffered from a lack of prestige” 
(Dingley 1989:176). Some vocabulary was taken from the Cossack period 
and a new codified system of spelling by I. Ohiienko appeared in 1919 that 
relied largely on eastern Ukrainian dialects and Russian orthographical tradi-
tion. After years of civil war and attempts at creating a Ukrainian state, the 
Ukrainian Soviet Republic became part of the Soviet Union. 

The language policy of the initial phase of the Soviet Union was meant to 
promote the various languages that had been suppressed in the former Rus-
sian Empire and make them mediums of education. Secondly, it was held 
that no language should be given priority over any other. Yet, during the 
Soviet period, certain ideas from the Russian Empire were passed on and at 
times reinforced. This evolution is observable when examining the language 
situation over time. Despite the measures taken in the 1920s to develop and 
standardise a whole range of languages and expand their use, the Soviet lin-
guistic experiment was highly ambiguous in its performance due to internal 
conflict at both the elite level and in society at large. On the one hand, enor-
mous resources were put into creating scripts, terminology, publishing 
books, and setting up education in numerous languages, and on the other 
hand, the Russian language was increasingly promoted as primus inter 
pares. In an article from 1982, Isabelle Kreindler’s general analysis shows 
how the Russian language went from being one among the many languages 
of the Soviet Union, and one that should not receive any special attention – 
quite on the contrary – to becoming the dominant language of the Soviet 
Union, a means to forge a new community, and the language of the future. 
She claimed that “[t]hough still encased in a shell of Leninist rhetoric, the 
legitimizing formulations for the present status of Russian are, in fact, peril-
ously close to the tsarist concept of Russian as the ‘cement of the Empire’” 
(Kreindler 1982:7). During the 1930s and the post-war period, several fac-
tors were important in promoting the Russian language, in Ukraine as in 
other republics, which I will return to below. 
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3.2.1 1920s - Ukrainianisation 
The 1920s was a period of the so-called politics of korenizatsiia (“indigeni-
sation” or “rooting”).82 In the Ukrainian Soviet republic this was called 
Ukrainianisation and the goals were to introduce the Ukrainian language in 
all spheres of activity with an emphasis on education and administration 
(Dingley 1989). In 1923 Ukrainianisation was implemented “whereby the 
CP(b)U [Communist Party (Bolshevik) of Ukraine] hoped to legitimize its 
rule in Soviet Ukraine by attracting to its ranks a broader spectrum of the 
local population” (Magosci 1998:533, Liber 1992). By using local languages 
and promoting local culture, the Bolsheviks attempted to create support for 
the new regime through delivering the message in a language people under-
stood, as well as facilitating control through local party cadres. Especially 
Josef Stalin favoured the program of indigenisation in Ukraine in the hope 
that it would strengthen the position of the CP(b)U in the countryside where 
support had been weak. A series of laws were passed in 1923 and 1924, 
which meant that “instruction of all children was to be conducted in Ukrain-
ian where that nationality predominated; where national minorities formed a 
compact group, they were to be guaranteed education in their native lan-
guage. Both Ukrainian and Russian were made compulsory subjects in all 
schools, irrespective of the language of instruction” (Smith 1999:150). Thus, 
here the principle of correspondence between nationality and language ac-
cording to a nation-state language ideology was employed. Higher education 
was more of a problem because conservative Russian-speakers dominated 
the higher academic posts; in 1922 in Ukraine 19 percent of students at insti-
tutes and 16 percent at technical colleges were Ukrainians (ibid:151). Offi-
cial sources reported that 97.2 percent of Ukrainian children attended 
Ukrainian-language schools, and these schools even attracted non-
Ukrainians because of the state-sponsored policy that raised the prestige of 
Ukrainian. In institutions of higher education the results were not this im-
pressive, but allegedly bilingual education was the norm in 1929, around half 
of the students studying in both Russian and Ukrainian, 53.6 percent, and 
27.4 percent in Ukrainian only (Arel 1993:66-67). 

In administration, the Ukrainianisation made some progress: the Ukrain-
ian language was used as language of internal written communication in 

                               
82 The Bolsheviks inherited a multiethnic state that was about to disintegrate, with rather 
strong nationalist movements on its western and southern peripheries. This situation was 
interpreted differently by Vladimir Lenin and Josef Stalin, but they agreed that the nationalist 
threat was a serious one. They also saw strong Russian nationalism as potentially provoking 
non-Russian nationalism and hence set out to create an “anti-imperial state”, supporting and 
developing non-Russian territories, elites, languages and cultural institutions, although as just 
a stage on the way to socialist society. Yet, by time Stalin had a growing conviction that “the 
alliance with national elites was leading to a nationalization of Bolshevism, rather than a 
Bolshevization of nationals” (Suny and Martin 2001:12), accounting for a later revision of the 
Soviet nationalities policy, moving towards Stalin’s increasingly repressive politics. 
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two-thirds of state institutions in 1926, and in almost half of industrial enter-
prises by 1929. However, as a conversational language in those same set-
tings, Ukrainianisation never got that far, especially in the eastern part of the 
republic, where less than one-third of officials could speak Ukrainian of a 
certain standard by the end of the 1920s. Part of the issue was that so many 
Ukrainians actually were Russian-speakers, and therefore not fluent in 
Ukrainian. To secure the promotion of Ukrainian-speakers would mean to 
employ mainly peasants but this, however, was not really consistent with the 
Communists’ striving to represent the working-class. “Ultimately, it became 
more important to hire Ukrainian (Russified) workers, than to insist that they 
learn Ukrainian to qualify for a position. As a result, by 1927, although 
Ukrainians had become the majority among party members, no more than a 
third of party members claimed Ukrainian as a mother tongue at any point 
during the Ukrainizatsiia years” (ibid:63-65, emphasis in original). Tangible 
results from this policy in Ukraine were the decline of Russian-language 
newspapers, translations of world literature into Ukrainian, terminological 
commissions set up by the Academy of Sciences in Kyiv and an All-
Ukrainian orthographical conference in 1927. In 1927 the All-Ukrainian 
Executive Committee and the Council of People’s Commissars of the 
Ukrainian Soviet Republic issued a decree on the equality of languages 
within the Republic, and on methods of encouraging the development of the 
national policy in Ukraine. As the historian Terry Martin (2001:81) points 
out, absurdly short time-frames were typical of the “utopianism of the early 
korenizatsiia decrees across the Soviet Union”, hence the decrees were not 
only difficult to implement but they also produced passive resistance. More-
over, over time it became clear that sanctions against those not complying 
with the policies were not carried out; thus undermining the policy further, 
until the “project of comprehensive linguistic Ukrainization” finally failed 
by 1932 (ibid).83

3.2.2 The battle of two cultures 
The 1920s also saw a flourishing cultural life: books and journals were pub-
lished, plays were written and performed in Ukrainian and a pluralistic cul-
tural and literary debate took place.84 Yet, this period was a time of struggles 
                               
83 See Martin (2001) for details on the different turns in Ukrainianisation policies throughout 
the 1920s and into the 1930s. 
84 The new Soviet Ukrainian intelligentsia, such as the poet Pavlo Tychyna, playwright 
Mykola Kulish, theatre director Les Kurbas, and not least writer Mykola Khvyl’ovyi, at-
tempted to discuss Ukrainian cultural development and its ends and means. Khvyl’ovyi was at 
the centre of the Literary Debates (1925) setting out to encourage Ukrainian writers to follow 
their own path of development, with an orientation towards western Europe rather than fol-
lowing Russian literature as a model. He claimed that UkrSSR could follow a different path to 
socialism than Russia and that it should develop independently of Russia, according to his 
slogan “Away from Moscow!” Along with others from the Ukrainian political elite, 

 93



and conflict over language and its role in society, whether the Russian or the 
Ukrainian language was the most “appropriate,” and “there was both excep-
tionally strong support for and resistance to linguistic Ukrainization” in 
Ukraine, with both resistance and support coming from within the party 
(Martin 2001:77). In the Ukrainian setting, this period saw two theories of 
language representing these two opposite stands. The second secretary of the 
Ukrainian Communist Party, Dmitrii Lebed’, advanced a theory of “the bat-
tle of two cultures” that stated that the future belonged to the Russian lan-
guage. He worked out this theory on the basis that “the future belongs to 
proletarian culture, specifically that of the urban proletariat”, and this urban 
proletariat was mainly Russian-speaking. The Ukrainian language would 
survive only in the meantime, and in rural areas. Further, as one top-ranking 
Bolshevik in Ukraine, Khristian Rakovskii, claimed in 1921, “the triumph of 
the Ukrainian language would mean the rule of the Ukrainian petit-bourgeois 
intelligentsia and the Ukrainian kulaks” (quoted in Martin 2001:78). Hence, 
the Ukrainian language was again associated with being outmoded and re-
gressive on the one hand or being politically subversive on the other. Dmitrii 
Lebed’s theory advocated neutrality in language politics, claiming that this 
“neutral stance” would then guarantee the triumph of the language “with the 
greater roots, greater life and greater culture” (quoted in Martin 2001:16, cf. 
Dingley 1989). This language was supposedly the Russian language since it 
was the language of the higher culture of the city, which was Russian-
speaking. Lebed’s theory was denounced in 1923 when Ukrainianisation 
began. As Martin (2001) explains, there was great scepticism and even hos-
tility towards the idea of “neutrality” or “assimilation” in Soviet nationalities 
policy, hence Martin’s emphasis on the Soviet Union as the “affirmative 
action empire” during its first decades.85

Mykola Skrypnyk, active in the movement for Ukrainianisation and the 
People’s Commissar for education from 1927, was opposed to Lebed’s the-
ory and thus represented the official ideology of the Ukrainianisation cam-
paign and the line that was supportive of linguistic Ukrainianisation. Among 
other things, it would help to overcome the urban/rural split; “[i]nstead of the 
Ukrainian village learning Russian to be enlightened by the Russian city, as 
in Lebed’s model, the city would learn Ukrainian in order to instruct the 

                                                                                                                             
Khvyl’ovyi demanded an equal relationship between the Russian republic and UkrSSR within 
the Soviet Union, thus creating tensions between those who sought to establish a Ukrainian 
Soviet culture and Stalin’s increasing centralism. Stalin criticised Khvyl’ovyi in a letter in 
1926 and after that Khvyl’ovyi was denounced by the Party, accused of trying to revive Le-
bed’s theory of the battle of two cultures (see below). He shot himself in 1933 (Liber 1992). 
85 “The term Affirmative Action Empire represents an attempt to capture the paradoxical 
nature of the multiethnic Soviet state: an extraordinarily invasive, centralized, and violent 
state formally structured as a federation of sovereign nations; the successor state to the col-
lapsed Russian empire that successfully reconquered most of its former national borderlands 
but then set out to systematically build and strengthen its non-Russian nations, even where 
they barely existed” (Martin 2001:19-20). 
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village” (ibid:81). In a book from 1926 Skrypnyk drew on the fact that a 
large part of the urban working class actually spoke Ukrainian, which in his 
view meant that as the migration from rural areas intensified, the proportion 
of Ukrainian-speakers would grow. Also, another aspect of Skrypnyk’s 
thinking emphasised the “ties between the primary language spoken and 
national identity. For him, to speak one language, but to identify oneself with 
another national identity was ‘unnatural’” (Liber 1992:138) and he was an 
advocate of “re-Ukrainianising” those Ukrainians who had been “Russified” 
during the Russian empire. Hence, a group that deserved attention and that 
was vital to Skrypnyk’s thought were these Russified Ukrainians who should 
learn Ukrainian in order to become “real” Ukrainians and thus deepen their 
national commitment. This was important if the working class were to lead 
the process of cultural development, since that meant that the working class 
needed to know the Ukrainian language and Ukrainian culture in order to do 
so. Moreover, if the working class became “re-Ukrainianised” this would 
diminish the risks of political divergence between the cities and the country-
side.86 As the historian George O. Liber points out, Stalin was critical of the 
implementation of Ukrainianisation. In spite of being sympathetic to the 
general idea, Stalin emphasised “the need to pace Ukrainianization and to 
combat the seamy side of the program, represented by those, such as 
Khvyl’ovyi, who wanted to emphasize the distinctiveness of Ukrainian cul-
ture. Paradoxically, korenizatsiia legitimized, encouraged, and subsidized 
this very distinctiveness” (Liber 1992:134). Even during the time of 
Ukrainianisation in the 1920s, there was a double edge to the language ques-
tion as noted by Shevelov, as “[t]he impact of the policy of Ukrainianization 
on the status and prestige of the Ukrainian language was complex and often 
contradictory” (1989:121). The situation thus became one of learning when 
and how to use the Ukrainian language in order to comply with the officially 
sanctioned politics, but at the same time not being too zealous about it in not 
order to be suspected of potential separatist ideas or opposition to the Soviet 
regime. As Martin (2001:23) maintains, the terror campaign that was 
launched against Ukrainian “bourgeois nationalism” “undermined the stated 
policy [of Ukrainization] as officials decided that implementing the policy 
was more dangerous than ignoring it.” Hence, the “battle of two cultures” 
was won, so to speak, by the urban, Russian-speaking part. 

3.2.3 1930s – Strengthening the Russian language 
The 1930s saw a much more restrained political climate than the 1920s and 
with this, the struggle against “Ukrainian bourgeois nationalists” intensi-

                               
86 See Liber (1992:135-139) for details on Skrypnyk’s ideas on Ukrainianisation. 
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fied.87 Thus, purging the language from “unwanted” vocabulary or terms 
(Kocherga 2004) must be seen in relation to the general political climate 
where linguists were deported, works confiscated and where new political 
principles were supposed to be reflected in new terminology. In the early 
1930s, the politics of Ukrainianisation continued, but at the same time, part 
of the Ukrainian intelligentsia was eliminated. In eastern Ukraine during the 
1930s, scholars of the 1920s were denounced for taking measures that had 
moved Ukrainian away from Russian (Wexler 1974:158), referred to as a 
“campaign against nationalist deviation in Ukrainian linguistics” (Solchanyk 
1985). A number of linguists were among the defendants at a show-trial in 
1930, accused of conspiring to overthrow the Soviet regime in Ukraine. Sol-
chanyk writes that the “adoption of a standard Ukrainian orthography in 
1928 was now portrayed as part of a larger process termed ‘linguistic wreck-
ing’; proponents of linguistic purism were linked to treasonous activity 
against the state” (ibid:71). The accusations in the 1930s against Ukrainian 
political leaders as well illustrated the potential power a language was 
granted. Mykola Skrypnyk was in 1933 held “responsible for the ukrainiza-
tion of Russian school-children and fostering ‘linguistic separatism’ of the 
Ukrainian language from Russian” (Solchanyk 1985:71-72). The “nationalist 
deviations” in Ukrainian linguistics were defined in 1933 by the Central 
Committee and Central Control Commission of the CP(b)U “in terms of 
‘tearing away’ the Ukrainian language as much as possible from Russian; 
eliminating from the Ukrainian language analogous Russian words and re-
placing them with Polish, Czech, and German words; and forcible ukrainiza-
tion of schools” (ibid:72). Solchanyk concludes that “[t]he strident cam-
paigns of the 1930s against ‘bourgeois nationalists’ and ‘enemies of the peo-
ple’ could not but have a negative impact on ukrainization” (Solchanyk 
1985:73).  

Also when it came to the language itself, changes were occurring. Earlier 
in the debate (i.e. until the early twentieth century), rural colloquial speech 
was seen as the main resource for the literary language. Beliefs about rural 
colloquial forms as a source of the “pure” and “authentic” language changed 
markedly during the Soviet period. Starting in the 1930s, the trend was con-
tinued during the post-war period, with a “re-orientation of the literary lan-
guage from rural to urban speech forms” (Wexler 1974:183). This means 
that the “rural” was constructed as the opposite of “Soviet” – the “language 
of rural communities may be cultivated only if it is in tune with contempo-
rary Soviet life” (ibid:184), and it was claimed that 

this [“rural”] language is not necessary for our people and does not suit the 
Soviet man of letters. We need that language, that word, which is a sword, 

                               
87 Apart from repressions directed at the intelligentsia, an enormous catastrophe, the Famine 
[holodomor] of 1932-33, hit the rest of the population in UkrSSR residing in the countryside 
very hard. This famine was the result of Stalin’s collectivisation and thus artificially created. 
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which excites the heart of people to struggle for the construction of our 
communist society (Kozachenko quoted in Wexler 1974:183). 

In this quotation the ideological and symbolical role played by the language 
was clearly spelled out. The Russian language became the language that will 
be part of the construction of Communism, and thus the future, whereas 
Ukrainian was the language of the “centenarian granddaddy” (quoted in 
Wexler 1974). The speech of urban areas was considered the most suitable 
base for the Ukrainian literary language. This is interesting to notice, not 
least because cities in Ukraine were always more Russian-speaking than 
Ukrainian-speaking – and this was a period when influence from the Russian 
language was more than welcomed. Hence, the promotion of Russian was 
entailed in the promotion of urban speech. Apart from looking to urban 
speech as a model for the Ukrainian literary language during the 1930s and 
the post-war period, as mentioned above, several other factors were impor-
tant in promoting the Russian language. Firstly, references were more ex-
plicitly made to the common origins of the three eastern Slavic languages in 
“one parent language – Old Russian” (ibid:184) and secondly, the role of the 
Russian language in the Soviet Union as the language of Communism, the 
party, of “Soviet existence”, not only as a lingua franca but also as the lan-
guage that other languages would draw new terms and vocabulary from. 
Throughout the Soviet period, the Russian language became associated with 
building communism, and it was seen as the language that would best “re-
flect” the socialist reality. It was a general trend that all languages in the 
Soviet Union should borrow from Russian to get closer to each other – but 
this was even more actively pursued with respect to Ukrainian. The reason 
was that the “unification” of the two languages would allow even for the 
“strengthening of common ties between both brotherly peoples” (Wexler 
1974:185).88

3.2.4 Changes in Soviet language policies 
In general, from Lenin to Brezhnev there was a gradual movement away 
from the original nationalities policies formulated by Lenin, where the native 
language was the nodal point, the Russian language was “unimportant for 
non-Russians” and there was to be “absolute equality of languages”. Theo-

                               
88 In Ukraine the annexation of western Ukrainian provinces during World War II also had an 
impact on the language situation. In this area the Ukrainian language was the daily language 
and used within all domains. Western Ukraine with L’viv as the main city remained a centre 
of Ukrainian nationalism and the Ukrainian language throughout the Soviet period. This was 
after all the first time this part of Ukraine came under Russian dominance and therefore the 
Russian language and culture were not accepted as “superior” in the same way as in other 
parts of Ukraine. In spite of some demographic changes, the Russian part of the population 
remained low, and outlooks were rather different in this part of the country on a range of 
political and cultural issues (Szporluk 2000b, Hrytsak 2000). 
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retically this did not change under Stalin, but in rhetoric (and with Stalin’s 
paranoia) it did. Stalin coined the “national in form, socialist in content” 
formula where the “’form’ was largely equated with language” – thus, theo-
retically the role of the non-Russian languages remained assured, but in 
practice it was not so. Kreindler (1982) points to four crucial instances. 
Firstly, there was a change in the legal status of Russian when Russian was 
made compulsory in all schools in the Soviet Union by Stalin’s 1938 decree. 
Secondly, all the languages that had acquired a Latin alphabet were con-
verted to the Cyrillic alphabet, and this was “justified on the prosaic grounds 
that it would make the study of Russian easier” (ibid:11). Thirdly, what Kre-
indler calls the most significant factor was Stalin’s personal glorification of 
the Russian people as “the most outstanding nation /…/ the leading force of 
the Soviet Union” (cf. Bilinsky quoted in Kreindler 1982:11). “Russian, in 
turn, was now openly proclaimed as ‘the language of high culture’, ‘of life-
giving elixir’, and the ‘treasure source’ for other languages as well as ‘the 
language of socialism’” (Vinogradov, Goodman quoted in Kreindler 
1982:11). Finally, what Kreindler calls the “greatest setback for the national 
languages” was the physical elimination of the intelligentsias in the purges 
of the 1930s, the closing down of cultural institutions and destruction of 
national cultural treasures. 

With Nikita Khrushchev (1953-1964), there was a radical shift in favour 
of the Russian language, and the theoretical basis of the national languages 
was taken away as the “national in form, socialist in content” formula was 
questioned. Contrary to measures under Stalin, now Russian was promoted 
both theoretically and in practice. Educational theory moved away from 
emphasising the need for instruction in children’s first language. Finally, the 
22nd Party Congress presented a new Party program declaring that “the Rus-
sian language has ‘in effect’ already become the inter-nationality language” 
and the Russian language was now “cast in the primary role” (Kreindler 
1982:14-15). In the early 1960s, new interpretations of Soviet nationality 
and language theory were introduced. Now, the concept of the Soviet people 
as a new historical community of peoples was put forth, in whose formation 
and development the Russian language was singled out as the language that 
had played a crucial role. Under Khrushchev, these new ideas were still in 
the making, and under Leonid Brezhnev (1964-1982), they became dog-
matic. Brezhnev’s theoretical approach was not new, but rather a combina-
tion of Khrushchev’s and Stalin’s ideas (ibid). In 1980-81, the last two re-
publics, Estonia and Lithuania, introduced Russian as a subject from the first 
grade. In this period the view on Russian language altered as well, “Russian 
is no longer considered a ‘foreign language’ but ‘the language of all Soviet 
citizens’” (Kreindler 1989:54). Soviet linguist Iunus Desheriev (1976) 
claims in the same vein that the Russian language filled four roles; as na-
tional language of the great Russian people, as language of inter-national 
communication [mezhnatsionalnoe obscshenie], as source of enrichment and 
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development of language of other peoples in the Soviet Union, and as lan-
guage of international communication, and that it “cements the unity and the 
monolithic nature of Soviet society” (Desheriev 1976:7). 

This final period of the Soviet Union, with Mikhail Gorbachev as General 
Secretary (1985-1991), is known as the period of perestroika and glasnost’. 
It had become obvious that the whole system needed reforming, and opening 
up the civil society became part of these politics. Popular Fronts emerged in 
the Soviet republics following the pattern of the Baltic movements. These 
different movements originated from ecological, cultural and historical 
movements, as actual politics were out of the question, and these movements 
focused also on language issues. In Ukraine, Ivan Dziuba was prolific in 
raising such issues, working at first within the frames of a Soviet ideology, 
following up his work from the 1960s.89 In his samvydav book from 1965, he 
posed the question Internationalism or Russification? raising the issue of the 
gap between Soviet theory and reality. In 1987 he published an article in 
which he discussed the Ukrainian culture as a “culture with an incomplete 
structure” and how this affects all spheres of social life. Moreover he 
claimed that “the Ukrainian language does not fulfil all of its social and cul-
tural functions, and [a] national language is, after all, the backbone of a na-
tional culture” (Dziuba 1988). At the same time he distanced himself from 
narrow definitions of what should constitute Ukrainian culture, pointing to 
the Baltic states as an example to follow with regards to engaging the youth. 
In Ukraine the Popular Movement for restructuring, Rukh, was founded in 
September 1989. Rukh found its support mainly in the capital and in western 
Ukraine. Post-Soviet language politics were initiated in the Soviet times and 
events in 1989-1990 laid the foundation for some of the language issues in 
post-Soviet Ukraine. Support for Ukraine’s independence was high in De-
cember 1991, the referendum showed that 90.3 percent out of the 84.3 per-
cent that took part in the referendum (i.e. 76.1 percent of the total adult 
population) voted in favour of independence (cf. Harasymiw 2002, 
Khmel’ko 2004). 

                               
89 The 1960s was a period of some relaxation in the general cultural life and in Ukraine this 
resulted in the appearance of a generation of poets, writers and critics later known as the 
“Sixtiers”, shestydesiatnyky; Lina Kostenko, Vasyl’ Symonenko, Ivan Drach, Ievhen Hutsalo, 
Valerii Shevchuk and Ivan Dziuba. Apart from writing and performing their own works, they 
also rehabilitated some of the Ukrainian authors banned during the 1930s. This period also 
saw a renewed interest in Ukrainian history, and discussions of official historiography in the 
Soviet Union. This period came to an end in 1972 when Volodymyr Shcherbyts’ky replaced 
Petro Shelest as first secretary of the Ukrainian Communist party. Shelest was accused of 
“local patriotism” and of being too soft on Ukrainian nationalism. Shcherbyts’ky launched a 
campaign against the dissidents and the new generation of Ukrainian intelligentsia, arresting 
hundreds, removing members of research institutes, editorial staffs and university faculties 
who were suspected of “unreliable” views (Subtelny 2000). 
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3.2.5 The concepts of bilingualism and equal rights in the 
USSR 

In this section I will back up a little in order to discuss two specific concepts 
that were important in the Soviet discourse and that have an impact on inter-
pretations of the current language situation, namely bilingualism and equal 
rights. As seen in Chapter 2, these concepts are also relevant to current aca-
demic discussions on language policy. I will return to these concepts in later 
chapters, and therefore it is important to expand somewhat on what ideas 
they embodied during the Soviet period. Kreindler holds that the role of Rus-
sian during Brezhnev’s period was “clearly incompatible with Leninist lan-
guage theory” but that “both those who are in favour of Lenin’s approach 
and those who defend the new policy cling to the fiction that the present 
Soviet language theory and policy is Leninist” (1982:20). Another way of 
approaching this issue was to claim that Russification has not been and is not 
an issue, or in any case it could be claimed that “Russian does not harm but 
advances cultural development” (Kaltakhchian quoted in Kreindler 
1982:20). Moreover, this put the Russian language in a position that other 
languages presumably could not fill: “The concept of Russian as the lan-
guage of science and technology is at times interpreted as excluding other 
languages from this role /…/ [Tsamerian complained] that scientific works 
are still being published in languages other than Russian, which, he [con-
tended], ‘does not further the rapid development of science at all’” (Krein-
dler 1982:30, footnote 30). One Soviet linguist claimed that it was well 
known that Russian was one of the most developed languages of the world 
and that “history itself” promoted Russian as the common language of inter-
ethnic communication (Desheriev 1976). Here, the question of what can be 
considered voluntary or not in relation to language shift clearly becomes an 
issue. Shifting to Russian was a necessary move for social, economic as well 
as geographical mobility, but this aspect was far from obvious in the official 
rhetoric emphasising the voluntary acts of other peoples to learn Russian and 
the naturalness of Russian as the predominant language in Soviet life. 

The notions of “equality” and “freedom” in choosing e.g. language of in-
struction was thus rendered a relative meaning90, and pressure was “on the 
whole not directed against the national languages but rather on behalf of 
Russian alone” (Kreindler 1982:25). Thus, even in non-Russian schools, “the 
mother tongue seems to be relegated to secondary position.” During the pe-
riod of Khrushchev the theoretical basis of Soviet language politics was 
renovated and Russian was officially promoted as the language of inter-

                               
90 An outstanding example of how the ideological adherence to the conception of equality 
within the Soviet Union was sustained is a report on how “true equality has been achieved” 
among all peoples in the USSR and on how Soviet power brought “freedom and the right to 
self-determination to all the peoples of Old Russia”, written by Soviet scholars Ivan 
Tsamerian and Samuil Ronin (1962) and published by Unesco. 
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national communication. In 1961 Khrushchev coined the concept of “Rus-
sian as the second native language”, and his period also marked a turning 
point in Soviet language planning. His education reform laws of 1958-59 
opened for parents to choose the language of instruction for their children, 
something that caused a shift of language in favour of Russian in many 
schools (ibid:49-50). In addition to the uniform curriculum covering both the 
Russian language and Russian literature, Kreindler tells about the campaigns 
devoted to instilling love for the Russian language and Russian literature in 
school children. Extracurricular activities and festivals “with themes such as 
‘Love, Value and Know the Russian Language’, or ‘Russian – the Language 
of Peace and Friendship’” were instituted in all republics (Kreindler 
1982:23).91 Yaroslav Bilinsky reports about a high-level scientific confer-
ence held in Tashkent 1979 for some one thousand educators, media special-
ists, administrators and politicians with the confirmative title “The Russian 
language – the language of friendship and cooperation of the peoples of the 
USSR” (Bilinsky 1982:65).92

The kind of bilingualism that existed not only in Soviet Ukraine, but also 
in other republics of the Soviet Union, was of a kind that has been labelled 
asymmetrical bilingualism.93 This term is telling as to how bilingualism was 
most commonly shaped in the Soviet Union: the asymmetry was based on 
that Russian-speakers could go on monolingually practically all over the 
entire Soviet Union but bilingualism was an (imposed) necessity for other 
linguistic groups in the Soviet Union, also on levels of the other republics. 
Hence, Russian-speakers moving to and working in other republics did not 
need to know or use the language of the republic in which they lived, but 
Russian was needed in all republics (Kirkwood 1989, Vihalemm 1999), also 
due to the centralised nature of the Soviet Union. As mentioned above, this 
imbalance between Russian and other languages and cultures was one of the 
issues that came to the forefront under Gorbachev’s politics of glasnost’. 
When such issues could be discussed more openly in the various republics, 
they were discussed first within the framework of “internationalism” and a 
renewal of Leninist policies (cf. Dziuba), and then as part of more “national” 
projects, starting in the Baltic states and then spreading to other republics.94

                               
91 A humorous story is mentioned in Kreindler (1982:31, footnote 35) where a school play on 
the tower of Babel ended happily when all decided to speak Russian.  
92 Kreindler also reports that “some Soviet political analysts and linguists, carrying the ideas 
of the Congress to their logical conclusion, came forth with new interpretations of Soviet 
nationality and language theory. Thus, Rogachec and Sverdlin (1963:64), for example, intro-
duced the concept of ‘Soviet people – a new historic community of peoples’ in whose forma-
tion and development the Russian language has played the crucial ‘innovative’ role” and some 
proclaimed the role of the Russian language as “absolutely unique as the ‘basic component of 
a consolidated new community of peoples’” (Kreindler 1982:15). 
93 Arel (1993) has called this “one-sided bilingualism.” 
94 What has followed after that has differed in the post-Soviet states. See e.g. Kolstø (2000) 
for a comparative analysis of the various projects. 

 101



3.2.6 The Soviet legacy 
Much has been written about the paradoxical and complex outcome of So-
viet nationalities policies and practices, and I will thus just briefly outline 
some of the main points here. First, a note on the usage of terms such as 
nationality and ethnicity (cf. Section 1.3.2). It has been pointed out that in 
post-Soviet studies scholars understand “nationality” (from Russian 
natsional’nost’) to mean ethnic identity, whereas scholars outside the field 
may associate this term with citizenship (Barrington 2001). Ethnicity was 
imposed as a fundamental category, as this referred to the republican identity 
or the identity of the group to which one belonged (and this identity became 
interlinked with the group’s language and traditions) while an overarching 
Soviet identity denoted citizenship.95 “The Soviet state /../ actively institu-
tionalised the existence of multiple nations and nationalities as constitutive 
elements of the state and its citizenry. It codified nationhood and nationality 
as fundamental social categories sharply distinct from statehood and citizen-
ship” (Brubaker 1994:49). During the Soviet period, being categorised ac-
cording to ethnic belonging (or nationality – national’nost’) was obligatory 
for all citizens in official documents. This was known as the “fifth point” 
since nationality was the fifth entry in documents, including the passport. 
According to Simonsen “the compulsory identification in the fifth point very 
soon began to serve as a tool in the repression of ethnic groups” (Simonsen 
1999:1071). When the internal passport was introduced in 1932, each person 
could choose his or her nationality but later “nationality was treated (if not 
clearly seen) as being passed on through blood” (ibid:1071). Children inher-
ited their parents’ nationality but the nationality policies had different out-
comes regarding children from mixed marriages. On the one hand, one may 
assume that they “probably frequently opted for the denomination of the 
parent who belonged to what was perceived as the more privileged group” 
and in the republics this may have related to the titular population, but that 
“in a state-wide perspective it was generally most advantageous to be of 
Russian ethnicity” (Simonsen 1999:1072, cf. Wanner 1998). The Soviet 
conception of nationality was deeply internalised, among other reasons given 
that the republics that were organised around a titular group; thus nationality 
was linked to the concept of “homeland”. This group then had certain privi-
leges within their territory (e.g., instruction in native language) but such 
rights were not granted if someone lived outside “their” territory. In that way 
the Soviet system institutionalised certain practices where nationality was 
institutionalised on a sub-state, rather than a state-wide level (Brubaker 
1994:50). As Barrington (2002a) points out, the Soviet period simultane-
ously weakened and reified ethnic identity. People could have clear concep-
                               
95 The term narod (people) on the other hand, referred both to the state-wide and the republi-
can community, which were at the same time territorial and ethnic (Kulyk 2006a), cf. the use 
of narod when referring to the Soviet people (“the new historic community”). 
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tions of their nationality (as an ethno-cultural identity) without speaking the 
language or living in the republic of “their group.” With practices stemming 
from the use of the fifth point, nationality thus became understood as ances-
tral and enduring while at the same time, paradoxically, one could chose 
one’s nationality if one’s parents were of different nationalities. Wanner 
calls this a “spliced sense of identity, at once something inherited/eternal and 
chosen/malleable” (1998:15). The legacy from this practice is that people 
still have a deeply rooted idea about their “official ethnic identity”, even 
though, as in Ukraine, this is no longer a point of information in the passport 
or other official documents.96

3.3 The post-Soviet period 
Post-Soviet language politics started in a sense with the Law on languages in 
the Ukrainian SSR which was adopted on 28 October 1989.97 It guaranteed 
Ukrainian the status of being the only state language and aimed at the “de-
velopment of the Ukrainian people’s spiritual creative strength”, but main-
tained that Russian should serve as a language of inter-national communica-
tion. Furthermore, free usage of Russian and other national languages was 
guaranteed (Stepanenko 2001). This law has been characterised as vague and 
in many ways only preserving the status quo (Arel 1993). Apart from this, 
the formula concerning “places compactly inhabited by citizens of other 
nationalities” opens up for the use of other languages in the regions of so-
called compact residence of other ethnic groups. Solchanyk maintains that 
“even a casual reading of the law leads to the conclusion that on a practical 
level the status of Ukrainian as the sole state language is rendered largely 
meaningless by the fact that Russian and indeed all other languages used in 
Ukraine are granted broad prerogatives in the public sector” (2000:542). 
Alexander Krouglov (2002) describes language politics in contemporary 
Ukraine with a focus on undoing and redoing of status and corpus planning, 
i.e., trying to reverse Soviet linguistic policy and (re)generate a Ukrainian 
linguistic policy aimed at securing the Ukrainian language. As seen in a pre-
vious section, Soviet language policies fell to a large part within the central-
ising and homogenising policies on different levels (linguistically, politi-
cally, ideologically, or culturally) with a Russian-Soviet bias; promoting the 
Russian language in most domains and as the language for international 
communication, in the attempt to create a homo Sovieticus. With post-Soviet 
Ukrainian language policies, former linguistic policy has been halted and to 

                               
96 In other former Soviet republics the approaches have been different. In Russia the fifth 
point disappeared in the new internal passports issued in 1997, whereas in Kazakhstan nation-
ality is still inscribed in identity documents (Simonsen 1999, Dave 2004). 
97 “Pro movy v Ukrains’kii RSR”. 
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some degree reversed, even though one might say that the language politics 
after independence as such have failed, e.g., goals set up in the early 1990s 
have not been attained and that the process of “Ukrainisation stopped almost 
completely or slowed down to such a degree that any movement in language 
planning was barely noticeable” (Krouglov 2002:230). Krouglov maintains 
that the 1989 law on languages “was more of a political manifesto than a 
well-thought-out programme, specifying dates and actions, but failing to 
identify the methods by means of which certain objectives would be 
achieved” (ibid:227). 

Yet, state-induced measures have generally aimed at strengthening the 
status and position of the Ukrainian language – but in a way one may say 
that this tendency was broken with the ratification of the ECRML in 2006. 
The 1989 law on languages was a product of the late Soviet period but what 
has followed since in language-related legislation has been aimed at promot-
ing the Ukrainian language in its status as the state language, yet rather in 
symbolical than in practical, communicative terms in society at large. 
Whereas the domestic debate has focused on which programmes should be 
applied within which time frames and how (Kuzio 1998:167), there has been 
a general acceptance of increasing the use of Ukrainian to some extent 
among the ruling elites under both president Leonid Kravchuk (1991-1994) 
and president Leonid Kuchma (1994-2005). The underlying logic of this 
kind of affirmative action can partly be attributed to the national democrats’ 
and former dissidents’ emphasis on correcting historical wrongs and partly 
to the perception of the language question as an aspect of national security. 
The Ukrainian language has therefore been promoted as a main integrator of 
the state (Kuzio 1998) in legislation after the 1989 law on languages. Both 
the law on national minorities and the 1996 Constitution reveal an orienta-
tion towards a nation-state model, and the central authorities have thus pur-
sued a line where elevating the status of Ukrainian as state language has 
been central, while not accepting demands for recognising the Russian lan-
guage as more than a minority language. Still, as legislation has not been 
implemented and non-compliance with laws largely has been ignored, this 
has left broad possibilities of continuing to use Russian in a wide range of 
spheres, not least in media, business and higher education in parts of the 
country. Regional elites in the east and the south have at times attempted to 
raise the issue of elevating the status of Russian to become the second state 
language but have been countered by the executive power emphasising that 
the majority of the local population was ethnic Ukrainian, thus drawing on a 
conception of the “normality” in correspondence between language and eth-
nicity. Russophone organisations became more radical not least in the late 
1990s when they became increasingly discontent with what they saw as the 
“state’s ethno-political priorities” (Kulyk 2002:111). Kuchma, on the other 
hand, made his inconsistent  and ambivalent policies look responsible in 
comparison with the two more radical alternatives; his regime “sought to 
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represent itself as a moderate and constructive alternative to the allegedly 
extremist and dangerous communists and nationalists” (Kulyk 2006a:305). 
Nevertheless, whereas the orientation of central authorities focused on the 
nation-state model, by granting the Ukrainian language a leading role, the 
Russian language was not in effect demoted to the level of minority lan-
guage, and the public use of Russian was tolerated to a greater degree than 
the Constitution or various decrees and laws in the field of language policies 
actually stipulated. Hence, the result was ambiguous and incoherent policies 
leaving both radical parties to the debate dissatisfied. Another important 
outcome of this situation was that language became portrayed by authorities 
as a problem rather linked to the state than having to do with society in gen-
eral or the citizens’ rights (Kulyk 2006a, 2006b). 

3.3.1 The 1996 Constitution, projects for new language law and 
related legislation 

In addition to the 1989 law on languages, several other measures have been 
taken and/or been discussed in relation to reforming Ukrainian language 
politics. These measures range from government initiatives to actions which 
in some sense were imposed from the outside, such as the ratification of the 
ECRML in 2006. The adoption of the 1996 Constitution brought with it the 
ratification of the political and legal framework for development of the 
“civic nation”, defined as “the Ukrainian people – citizens of Ukraine of all 
nationalities” (Stepanenko 2001, Arel 2002b). Previous to this, minority 
rights, including linguistic rights, were stipulated in Declaration of the 
Rights of Nationalities of Ukraine (November 1991) and the Law on Na-
tional Minorities in Ukraine (June 1992). The first-mentioned proclaimed 
the equality of citizens of all ethnic groups in Ukraine, and also stipulated 
the right to use other languages than Ukrainian in “compact territorial units” 
or polyglot regions (Harasymiw 2002:217). The latter law “proceeded from 
the aforementioned Declaration and guaranteed all citizens regardless of 
national origin equal political, economic, and cultural rights and freedoms” 
and thus related to generally acknowledged human rights. Hence, official 
discourse stressed the equality of citizens irrespective of ethnic origin and 
their right to protect and develop their respective languages and cultures. But 
at the same time the need to legitimise the new independence made 
Kravchuk’s regime incorporate much of the opposition’s ideology of “na-
tional revival” (Kulyk 2006a:295). Article 10 of the 1996 Ukrainian Consti-
tution set up the basis for regulations concerning language in Ukraine today, 
both the Ukrainian language and the languages of the national minorities. 
The paragraphs of this article declare the following: 

 
1. The state language of Ukraine is the Ukrainian language. 
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2. The State ensures the comprehensive development and functioning 
of the Ukrainian language in all spheres of social life throughout 
the entire territory of Ukraine. 

3. In Ukraine, the free development, use and protection of Russian, 
and other languages of national minorities of Ukraine, is guaran-
teed. 

4. The State promotes the learning of languages of international 
communication. 

5. The use of languages in Ukraine is guaranteed by the Constitution 
of Ukraine and is determined by law.98 

The Constitution is also the main guarantor of the linguistic and educational 
rights of persons belonging to national minorities, not only in paragraph 3 of 
article 10 as above, but also in article 53, paragraph 5, stating that “Citizens 
who belong to national minorities are guaranteed in accordance with the law 
the right to receive instruction in their native language in state and commu-
nal education establishments and through national cultural societies.” The 
adoption of the Constitution made clear that leftists and Russophones had 
lost an important possibility of obtaining a special status for Russian, and it 
was clearly defined as having minority status legally. For further discussion 
on the debates preceding the adoption of the Constitution and its implica-
tions, see Arel (2002b) and Volodymyr Kulyk (2002). 

The next step in attempting to strengthen the role of the Ukrainian lan-
guage was taken in September 1997. A resolution of the Cabinet of Ministers 
of Ukraine regarding the comprehensive development and functioning of the 
Ukrainian language99 put forward a number of measures to be taken to im-
prove the functioning of Ukrainian as state language. Interestingly, in this 
document the issue of language rights were taken as a point of departure, 
firstly by pointing to the general practice of regulating language politics in 
other countries, exemplifying by mentioning France, Belgium and Russia, 
and secondly, by stating that due to historical circumstances, for centuries 
the Ukrainian people did not have opportunities to properly develop their 
national language and use it in all spheres of activity. Further, it stated that 
the language situation in Ukraine at present was marked by negative tenden-
cies and that the “Ukrainian language as state [language] has not yet reached 
an appropriate [level of] use in the spheres of legislation, education, culture, 
science, computer science, military affairs, legal proceedings, and so forth. 
The public [suspil’nii] and everyday [pobutovii] prestige of the Ukrainian 
language is not satisfactory [adekvatnii] with respect to its expressive possi-
bilities and high level of development. Usage of the Ukrainian language in 
all spheres of public life does not correspond to the share of Ukrainians of 

                               
98 The Constitution of Ukraine. 
99 “Pro zatverdzhennia Kompleksnykh zakhodiv…” 
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the total number of the population.” Hence, this document stressed many of 
the points made in similar discussions on the state of the language situation; 
especially that the Ukrainian language had not reached the position it ought 
to have, or should have obtained a number of years after independence. The 
ideological orientation of this document falls clearly within a principle hold-
ing that the usage of Ukrainian should correspond with the ethnic composi-
tion of the population. The underlying assumption in this document, as well 
as other similar ones following it, is also based on the logic of affirmative 
action, that certain measures should be taken and are reasonable to take in 
order to correct historical wrongs. The resolution presented in quite some 
detail spheres of activity and the measures that should be taken. The main 
goals concerned the Ukrainian language as state language and the Ukrainian 
language as the language of the Ukrainian nation, the foundation of its spiri-
tual and artistic culture, science, and education, as well as the Ukrainian 
language in the media, and its use internationally. Apart from government 
agencies, such as the State Committee on information politics, television and 
radio and the Ministry of Education and Science or the local administrations, 
a range of semi-official and non-governmental organisations were involved. 
On the other hand, the repeated issuing of similar resolutions and decrees 
also point to the difficulty of implementing wide-ranging measures, either 
because of opposition from certain parties to the discussion or more practical 
reasons such as lack of funding or general “disinterest” from authorities in 
controlling the implementation of these measures. 

In late 1999 and early 2000 Russia also entered as an actor in the field of 
language debates originating in a dispute of different interests within Ukrain-
ian elites. The Russian Foreign Ministry opposed the Ukrainian Constitu-
tional Court’s ruling of 14 December 1999100, as well as a government draft 
resolution on language approved by the Ukrainian President’s Council for 
Language Policy Issues (cf. Maksymiuk 2000, Solchanyk 2000). This issue 
was initiated by supporters of further Ukrainianisation, who appealed to the 
Constitutional Court for it to interpret Art. 10 of the Constitution since the 
formulation of this article was seen as being so vague that it could be favour-
ing both parts. This was one outcome of the situation at a point when neither 
Ukrainophone nor Russophone parties were strong enough to get their re-
spective drafts on a new language law approved by the parliament and thus 
resorted to other instruments to achieve the intended results (Kulyk 
2002:112). The Constitutional Court ruled that Ukrainian is the “obligatory 
language of instruction in all state educational institutions in the country”, 
and it was said that to use and study minorities’ languages would require 
authorisation. Furthermore, the Constitutional Court ruled that the Ukrainian 
language is “the obligatory means of communication on the entire territory 
of Ukraine for the state authority bodies and local self-government bodies to 
                               
100 “Rishennia Konstitutsionnoho Sudu Ukrainy…”. 
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exercise their powers, as well as in other spheres of public life.” The Russian 
Foreign Ministry claimed that these rulings violated the Ukrainian Constitu-
tion. However, the Ukrainian Constitutional Court pointed to the rights 
granted by the Constitution, that Russian and other minority languages can 
be used by local administrations within the frames set out by Ukrainian leg-
islation (Tomenko 2001:307). 

In January 2000, steps to further promote the Ukrainian language were 
taken by the executive and these were presented as implementing the Consti-
tutional Court December 1999 ruling (Kulyk 2002:113). The draft resolution 
called On Additional Measures to Broaden the Functioning of Ukrainian as 
State Language was similar to the September 1997 resolution in its aims, it 
included measures to popularise the Ukrainian language, elaborating a sys-
tem of state support for newspapers and books, but also “provided for cor-
recting the draft language law and a draft concept of the state language pol-
icy of Ukraine”. The draft included intentions of completing the process of 
making the ethnic composition of school children and numbers of schools in 
Ukrainian and Russian correlate, and re-attestation of all state officials based 
on proficiency in Ukrainian. As has been pointed out, “[s]ome of the meas-
ures, however, were more prohibitive than affirmative” and that the latter 
point “though fully in line with the language law and the Constitutional 
Court’s decision, was also perceived by opponents of Ukrainianisation as 
potentially discriminating against Russian-speaking persons” (Kulyk 
2002:113). Hence, Russophone activists drew attention to the matter and this 
also prompted Oleg Mironov, Russian human rights commissioner, to claim 
that Ukraine's restriction of official and business use of the Russian language 
“is a gross and explicit violation of the norms of civilized relations among 
peoples and of the basic rights and freedoms of citizens proclaimed by the 
European Convention, to which Ukraine is a signatory” (Maksymiuk 2000) – 
hence drawing upon rhetoric of LHRs as mentioned in Chapter 2.101 The 
Ukrainian government waited for some time before the decree was put into 
force and it was approved on 21 June, though in a “softened” version and 
this was followed by the presentation of a revised version of the draft lan-
guage law of 1997 to the parliament which “clearly demonstrated its striving 
towards Ukrainianisation” (Kulyk 2002:114). 

There have been on-going projects on the adoption of a new law. In No-
vember 2001 six different drafts were proposed and discussed in the parlia-
ment102 and during 2003-2005 a number of proposals were submitted, con-

                               
101 For further discussion of this issue and the involvement of the international community 
through the office of OSCE High Commissioner on National Minorities see Chapter 4 in 
Kulyk (2002), cf. van der Stoel (2001). 
102 As one example, I can mention the initiative by the Social Democratic Party of Ukraine 
(united), (SDPU(o)), proposing to adopt a new law, among other things proposing to give the 
national minorities’ languages (Bulgarian, Hungarian, Russian) “the status of official lan-
guages”. This would include the right to education and instruction in any language, and the 
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cerning both a general language law and special laws on the position and use 
of Russian and other languages of national minorities. Some of these drafts 
emphasised the role of Ukrainian as the state language, whereas others re-
ferred to the ECRML in order to strengthen the status of regional languages. 
Yet, so far there has not been a sufficient majority in Parliament for adoption 
of either of the lines. In March 2003, Parliamentary hearings where held on 
the language issue. These hearing were presented in a document called 
Oberezhno – Mova! (2003) with a transcript of the debate, and including a 
number of recommendations to the President, the Parliament and the Cabinet 
of Ministers (“Pro rekomendatsii…”). These hearings focused mainly on 
Ukrainian as the state language and how to strengthen its position. The rec-
ommendations held that 

Of late, in spite of legislative consolidating of the status of Ukrainian as the 
state language, a process of constricting the spheres of its use is taking place, 
which causes social tension in society, generates separatist moods, contra-
dicts interests of Ukraine’s national security and endanger [Ukraine’s] sover-
eignty and the self-determination of the state [stavyt’ pid zahrozu ii su-
verenitet i derzhavne samovyznachennia]. Notwithstanding the absence of in-
ter-nationality [mizhnatsiona’lnykh] conflicts, the achieved stability and tol-
erance in inter-ethnic [mizhetnichnykh] relations, legislative and actual 
securing of the rights of all national minorities in Ukraine, the language issue 
often turns into a destabilising factor in society [destabilizuiuchii chynnyk 
suspil’noho zhyttia], which impedes the process of creating a sovereign, de-
mocratic, law-governed state (Oberezhno – mova! 2003:105-106, “Pro reko-
mendatsii…”). 

Hence, here the point of departure was taken in the perception of the status 
of Ukrainian as the state language was still not satisfactory in actual lan-
guage practices, even though the legislative base may be sufficient. In the 
formulation of these recommendations, the language issue was seen as a 
potential cause of conflict, and the recommendations presented were seen as 
part of the solution to this problem. Among other things, they demanded 
more consistent language politics and proposed a programme for the devel-
opment, functioning and research of the Ukrainian language to run during 
the period 2004-2010. In October 2003, the Cabinet of Ministers issued a 
resolution On the adoption of a state programme for the development and 

                                                                                                                             
guaranteed right of every citizen of instruction in Ukrainian or Russian. Then deputy-speaker 
in Parliament and leader of SDPU(o), Viktor Medvedchuk, said that he was categorically 
against any “politicisation” of the question, and that any resolution should be based on the 
protection of human rights (Kievskie Vedomosti 10 Dec. 2001, “Deputatov gubit iazyk”). 
Besides this SPDU(o) ascertained that their project is unconditionally going to observe the 
Ukrainian Constitution and be in accordance with Ukrainian legislation and general European 
norms. Arguments against this was to some extent based on economy, arguing that the 
Ukrainian state is in no position where it can afford to provide for two state languages, let 
alone the whole range of minority languages as state languages. 
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functioning of the Ukrainian language for the years 2004-2010.103 The lan-
guage issue returned during the two following election campaigns: first dur-
ing the 2004 Presidential elections, when presidential candidate Viktor 
Yanukovych did what Leonid Kuchma had done before him when he prom-
ised to make Russian a second official language and second during the 2006 
Parliamentary elections when the Party of Regions promised to introduce 
both Ukrainian and Russian on national as well as local levels. With the rati-
fication of the ECRML and the subsequent actions taken by city councils in 
eastern and southern cities, the Party of Regions announced that its “election 
promise had been fulfilled” and maintained at the same time that the “proc-
ess of ‘legalisation’ of the Russian language in Ukraine clearly is not con-
cluded”.104 Yet, central authorities have not followed this course of action, 
and President Viktor Yushchenko also went against the regions’ decisions on 
making Russian a regional language.105 So far, neither Yushchenko as presi-
dent nor Yanukovych as prime minister have contributed to actual or in-
tended attempts at creating a coherent and consistent language policy. 

The most confusing and drawn-out process relating to post-Soviet Ukrain-
ian language politics sheds light both on the general language debates in 
Ukraine, as well as on the process of “European integration” related to the 
ratification of ECRML. With membership in the Council of Europe, a num-
ber of requirements had to be met, and accordingly, in 1995 The Framework 
Convention for the Protection of National Minorities was signed, and in 
1997 it was ratified by the Ukrainian parliament.  Initially Ukraine promised 
to ratify ECRML within twelve months after the country joined the Council 
of Europe in 1995. The ECRML was signed in 1996, and it was finally rati-
fied in December 1999 but in 2000 the Constitutional Court annulled the 
ratification on procedural grounds, after being approached by pro-Ukrainian 
forces attempting to prevent this step. This was designated a highly political 
act; “[i]t seems apparent that the court’s decision was a political one, de-
signed to foster exclusionary language policies” (Stepanenko 2001:324). 
Some commentators regarded the ECRML as negative for the general lan-
guage situation in Ukraine because it fails to support the Ukrainian language 
and because it would undermine the state’s efforts to support Ukrainian. 
However, as the Ukrainian language is the state language, it cannot be pro-
tected by the ECRML since supporting state languages would be contrary to 
its objectives.106 Some pointed out that since there are yet no consistent lan-
                               
103 “Pro zatverdzhennia Derzhavnoi prohramy rozvitku i funktsionovannia ukrains’koi movy 
na 2004-2010 roky.” 
104 “Russian language is legalised.” 
105 “Ukraine leader to ask court to ban local Russian-language status.” 
106 See definition in Article 1a) of the ECRML: “‘regional or minority languages’ means 
languages that are: i. traditionally used within a given territory of a State by nationals of that 
State who form a group numerically smaller than the rest of the State’s population; and ii. 
different from the official language(s) of that State; it does not include either dialects of the 
official language(s) of the State or the languages of migrants.” 
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guage politics in Ukraine, it would be most reasonable to work out this ques-
tion first, and then ratify the ECRML second, and this was also one of the 
recommendations put forth from the Parliamentary Hearings of March 2003 
to the Parliament.107 Yet, since agreeing on a new language law has proven 
difficult, and since Ukraine has been expected to fulfil its obligations as a 
member of The Council of Europe, ratifying the ECRML has in some way 
been considered a kind of timely compromise solution. There were more 
turns in this matter during 2002-2003 and finally in September 2005 the 
ECRML was registered as ratified with the Council of Europe. It entered into 
force on 1 January 2006 – and as described in Chapter 1, the reactions were 
prompt. 

3.3.2 The educational sphere: Ukrainianisation revisited? 
Related to post-Soviet language management, the debate both on different 
levels within Ukraine as well as among foreign scholars, has concerned the 
question of how one should regard politics of Ukrainianisation108 in post-
Soviet Ukrainian society. Some have referred to this as “a policy by which 
Ukrainian society is transformed into a society of Ukrainian-speakers and 
cultural members” (Golbert 2001:190), considering this an exclusive official 
language policy or “policies of coercion and intimidation” (ibid:201). In 
other cases Ukrainianisation refers to the introduction of Ukrainian language 
in various domains, especially in education. The use of Ukrainian as the 
language of instruction was established both by legislation and directives, 
and recommendations from the Ministry of Education. This course of action 
was dominating in the years 1992-94. In the fall of 1992 the Ministry of 
Education ordered that the language status of schools should be brought into 
“optimal accordance” with the national composition of every region. Such 
policies would of course have great consequences in the east and south 
where there were few Ukrainian-language schools, but a majority of the 
population is ethnic Ukrainian. Janmaat (2000:112-113) reproduces figures 
showing a rise in the proportion of pupils instructed in Ukrainian (for all 
grades) from 47.5 percent in 1989-90 to 62.8 percent in 1997-98, but that 
this varied markedly from one part of the country to another. In Kharkiv the 
rise was from 25.3 percent to 43.1 during the same period. The rise also var-
ied greatly within regions, for instance Donets’k and Luhans’k had climbed 
to 8.6 and 11.3 percent respectively in 1997-1998, while Dnipropetrovs’k 
had the highest percentage of the cities cited in the eastern oblast’ with 55 
percent of the pupils instructed in the Ukrainian language. Ukrainian-
language instruction has been unevenly distributed across the country, the 
majority of pupils studying in Ukrainian were found in rural areas, and in 

                               
107 “Pro rekomendatsii parlamentskykh…” 
108 For a discussion of this concept see Riabchuk (1999). 
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central and western Ukraine (Janmaat 2000, Stepanenko 2001). Language 
usage in the educational system has been an area of contestation in Kharkiv, 
a point I will return to later.109 In spring 1993, requirements were set for 
entrance exams to institutions of higher education to be taken in Ukrainian, 
and that first-year classes should be taught in Ukrainian (Arel 1995b). Ac-
cording to one former deputy minister of education, Anatolii Pohribny, the 
number of students and teachers using Ukrainian increased after an initially 
slow rise: in 1991 23 percent of academic courses were held in Ukrainian, in 
1993-94 37 percent and by 1997-98 this figure had risen to 66 percent (Piv-
neva 2001:250). Regarding other minorities, in 1999/2000 27,500 pupils 
studied in Rumanian, 7,200 in Moldavian, 21,300 in Hungarian, 4,300 in 
Crimean-Tatar and 1,200 in Polish (Tomenko 2001:308). Another aspect of 
Ukrainianisation of the educational sphere obviously relates to curriculum in 
subjects such as history and literature, and this issue will be addressed in 
Chapter 4. The impact of the educational system will be discussed in further 
detail in Sections 4.4.1 and 5.3.1 in relation to the analysis of the empirical 
material. 

3.3.3 Language in media and advertisements 
Language usage in media is central since this is directed to such a vast audi-
ence. According to Solchanyk (2000:546) Russian strengthened its position 
in radio, TV and the printed media since Ukrainian independence. For in-
stance, from 1990 till 1998, the proportion the annual print run of journals in 
Ukrainian decreased from 90.4 percent to 17.5 percent and single-issue print 
run of newspapers from 68 percent to 39.6 percent in the same period. Rus-
sian-language journals, on the other hand, increased from 101 to 118, news-
papers from 721 to 796 between 1995 and 1997. Russian-language broad-
casts accounted for 9 percent of radio airtime and 20.6 percent of television 
airtime in 1998. These figures concern state television, however, and of total 
radio and television airtime almost two-thirds was in Russian (Solchanyk 
2000:546). As Kulyk (2006a:306) has pointed out, the wide-spread presence 
of the Russian language in Ukrainian media undermined the “normality of 
the primary role of the Ukrainian culture and language” as media practices 
“diminished its prominence and/or implanted the view that the presence of 
the Russian language and culture in Ukrainian society is also normal”. 

                               
109 See “Konflikt na iazykovoi pochve” about the language of instruction in one Kharkiv 
school. Here it is reported that parents demanded that their children should be instructed in 
Russian at school, since these parents or their parents again came from “all over the former 
Union, many from Russia”, sent to work at the technical university in Kharkiv. Hence, theses 
“families always communicated in Russian and Ukrainian remained foreign to them”. The 
director of the school, on the other hand, was reported as saying that “there are no problems 
with the Russian language /.../ it does not need to be defended. Ukrainian needs to be de-
fended”. 
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On 14 April 2004 the language usage in the public sphere was constricted 
further. This time a resolution was adopted by the Ukraine's National Coun-
cil for Television and Radio, a body responsible for issuing broadcast li-
censes. According to this resolution all “broadcasters in the country are 
obliged to increase the hours of their broadcasting in the Ukrainian language 
so as to meet the requirements specified in their license. Moreover, the reso-
lution stipulates that all new licenses issued by the council after 18 April will 
require that nationwide and regional broadcasters use only Ukrainian in their 
programs”, but “NRPTR does not have the legal instruments needed to re-
voke broadcast licenses; this can only be done by a court” (Maksymiuk 
2004). On 19 April 2004, Russian media claimed that Ukrainian authorities 
have stopped registering media that use languages other than Ukrainian; 
“[t]he national council on broadcasting approved a document that obliges all 
television and radio companies to use only Ukrainian. An exception was 
made for channels that broadcast in the territories with high numbers of na-
tional minorities. Those channels will be able to use the language of minori-
ties in half of their programs.”110 Previously existing broadcast licenses 
stipulated that from 50 up to 90 percent of the programs should be in Ukrain-
ian. This was ignored by many broadcasters, indicating that breaking these 
provisions did not have any legal consequences (Maksymiuk 2004). 

One controversial act was the adoption of a new law in the fall of 2003, 
saying that all advertising should be in Ukrainian. RFE/RL reported that 
“[t]he Ukrainian Parliament recently adopted a law stipulating that all adver-
tising – in newspapers, on billboards, and on television and radio – should be 
in the Ukrainian language. The law forbids advertising in any other language 
and is punishable by a fine of four times the cost of the advertisement”. Not 
surprisingly, this law was called discriminatory and again violations of hu-
man rights were part of the argument (Khrushelnycky 2003a, 2003b). These 
arguments were put forward by a representative of the Slavic Party in Do-
nets’k, whereas representatives of companies that actually did advertising, 
who are quoted in the same report, did not see problems complying with the 
law, since they already do their adverts in the Ukrainian language. 

3.4 The Ukrainian case: Conceiving of language as 
source of unity or conflict? 

From what has been discussed in this chapter thus far, it seems clear that the 
Ukrainian case must be examined not only in a contemporary European or 
global context but also in relation to past events, both during the Russian 
Empire and the Soviet Union. Landau and Kellner-Heinkele (2001:6) main-

                               
110 See “Russian Banned as Language For Media in Ukraine.” 

 113



tain that in the ex-Soviet republics “[n]on-Russian nations were becoming 
increasingly hegemonic in their own republics in both linguistic and other 
domains, with language frequently emerging as the most symbolic vehicle of 
nationalism, a catalyst for political ideologies and movements, in which a 
bond between nation and language has increasingly been taken for granted.” 
Ukrainian nation-building has been examined with references to the di-
chotomisation of nationalisms and nations into civic and ethnic as discussed 
above in Chapter 2. The distinction between two conceptions of the nation 
and the role of the state in forming national identity has been central to stud-
ies on Ukrainian post-Soviet nation-building (cf. Arel 1995b, Kuzio 1998a, 
2002, Shulman 1999, 2004, D’Anieri 2002). The background of this discus-
sion, therefore, will be briefly recapitulated here. As Anthony Smith (1991) 
points out, all nationalisms are composed of both civic and ethnic elements, 
and the ethnic/cultural and the civic/political conceptions of the nation 
should therefore not be seen as antagonistic (cf. Kuzio 1999, May 2001). 
Ukraine became a sovereign state only in 1991 after decades as part of the 
Soviet Union, and even though the language issue is resolved on a formal 
level, it seems it will continue to be a debated issue for some time to come. 
Part of the reason is the clash of sharply differing interpretations of the cur-
rent language situation within the contemporary Ukrainian society, and how 
these interpretations are articulated in debates on an academic or political 
level. In this section, I will briefly review current language debates and their 
ideological underpinnings. In doing so I will not make a sharp distinction 
between academic and political debates since these two fields and actors 
within them often coincide and since I aim at providing an overview of ar-
guments, not analysing these debates in their entirety. In any case many of 
the underlying assumptions in these discussions are ideological and norma-
tive in nature, and practice often is obscured by rhetoric – which again 
makes it hard to distinguish between academic and political debates. 

3.4.1 Language debates in contemporary Ukraine: A brief 
overview 

In Ukraine, language debates are coloured by both an ethnolinguistic per-
spective as well as the more recent perspectives emphasising multilingualism 
in heterogeneous societies and universal linguistic rights – yet, building also 
on Soviet conceptions of “harmonious bilingualism” (cf. Zalizniak and 
Masenko 2001) and the proclamations of having established equal rights. 
Paul D’Anieri holds that two perspectives on the nature of (ethnic, linguistic, 
and regional) identity cleavages in Ukraine can be discerned. One perspec-
tive claims that these cleavages may be potential for conflict, and therefore 
that, among other things, the Russian language must be explicitly embraced 
by state politics. Another perspective “sharply disagrees with the notion that 
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Ukraine should accept the post-Soviet linguistic status quo” since this is 
perceived as an obstacle to building a stable and unified nation-state 
(2002:1). For instance, Kuzio has advocated the perspective that the Ukrain-
ian state should focus on the Ukrainian ethno-cultural core, and that this is a 
perfectly natural course of action to take, in order to “overcome two centu-
ries of colonial rule” (Kuzio 2002:9) and previous policies of Russification. 
One perspective has emphasised the potential of conflict as a possible out-
come of what has been labelled “nationalising politics” (cf. Arel 1995b), or 
politics of forced Ukrainianisation, perceived as promoting an ethnic con-
ception of the Ukrainian state (Golbert 2001), instead of formally recognis-
ing the bilingual nature of Ukrainian contemporary society. Another per-
spective has focused on a perceived threat to Ukrainian unity in relation to 
state- and nation-building, if Russians (or Russian-speakers) as a group are 
given special rights which will allow them to maintain a “distance from the 
Ukrainian national identity” (D’Anieri 2002:3). This places the language 
issue in Ukraine in the general debates on linguistic rights and minority 
rights on the one hand, and the question of forming a cohesive political-
cultural “community of communication” (cf. Wright 2000), based among 
others on the notion of one unifying state language, on the other hand. Some 
arguments for why there should be only one state language are closely con-
nected to the perception of Ukraine as a Ukrainian nation-state and the need 
to create coherence and unity, and a break with the past. Here the Ukrainian 
language is conceived of as a guarantor of the development of the nation and 
the stability of the state. Thus, regulating the language situation in favour of 
establishing the Ukrainian language as the sole state language is constructed 
as both natural and necessary in order to complete the nation-building proc-
ess. A situation with two (or more) state languages is not considered as pos-
sible – at least at this stage – because the Ukrainian language needs to be 
secured in order for the state and nation to be consolidated. Some Ukrainian 
politicians and state officials have expressed such a view. For instance, the 
head of the television and radio council, Borys Kholod, is reported to have 
said that “if Ukraine wants to survive as an independent nation, it has to 
protect its language” (Khrushelnycky 2004). When he addressed the Parlia-
mentary Hearings on the functioning of the Ukrainian language in March 
2003, Les’ Taniuk, head of the Parliamentary Committee on culture and 
spirituality said (with explicit reference to German linguist Wilhelm von 
Humboldt) that “thus, a people’s language not only reproduces the historical 
course of its development, but also moral values, its emotional universe, its 
way of thinking. The language performs the role of the fundamental distin-
guishing marker of the ethnos and is the main means of preservation of its 
spiritual originality. It is the basis of culture. The nation’s experience is en-
coded in the culture through the mediation of the national language. An in-
complete [nepovnotsinne] functioning of the language leads to an incomplete 
functioning of the culture. And an incomplete functioning of the culture 
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leads to the incomplete functioning of the state” (Taniuk 2003:5). One 
Ukrainian sociolinguist describes a situation when another language than the 
“national” is endowed with the role of “state language” as both unnatural 
and destructive because a national language has a mission which other lan-
guages cannot take on (Masenko 1999:5). 

The distortion of the language situation in a country blocks the realisation of 
one of the other extraordinary important roles of a national language – to 
unite. In the state building process a national language has a prominent role. 
To unite and distinguish [are the] two main functions which it fills. Unite the 
population within the country, distinguish [it] from the outside, from the 
neighbours. /…/ A common language is one of the main factors which se-
cures the solidarity of the population, and accordingly, the stability of the 
state /…/ A state where the language and culture of a previous coloniser pre-
vails will not develop as an independent country (ibid:5-6). 

In this excerpt the boundary-creating and boundary-maintaining functions of 
a language are highlighted (cf. the discussion in Section 2.4.2), and clearly 
linked to the issue of state security and independence.111 Larysa Masenko is 
one of the Ukrainian academics who has addressed the notion of Ukraine as 
a post-colonial society (see also Masenko 2004) and of the Ukrainian lan-
guage as subject to previous policies of what some authors has called lingui-
cide (Masenko et al. 2005). This is a debate I will not go further into, but it 
creates a certain paradigm for how one may define post-Soviet Ukraine and 
the place and role of language in society, and also for how one should pro-
ceed with questions related to the formulation of the “national idea”. Writer 
and critic Maksym V. Strikha provides an example of this thinking when he 
maintains that in contemporary Ukraine, where “the influence of globaliza-
tion processes” has led to Russian and English cultural products dominating 
Ukrainian mass culture, “language policy should be a powerful instrument 
for consolidating Ukrainian society, supporting democratic reforms, and 
strengthening Ukraine’s leanings towards Europe” (Strikha 2001:241). 
Again, the role of language in the consolidation of the Ukrainian society is 
emphasised, but Strikha also adds the belief that language policies may be 
efficient in regards to both “democratic reforms” and “closeness to 
Europe/Europeanisation.” This exemplifies a discourse drawing on the pos-
sibility of “effective” language management as part of a process of reform-
ing society. 

                               
111 The Speaker of the Ukrainian Parliament Volodymyr Lytvyn was cited by a Russian news 
site in March 2005 on holding a similar assumption, saying that if there were to be two state 
languages in Ukraine, “then the Ukrainian language will be lost [utrachen], and together with 
it, possibly even the state itself”. At the same time, Lytvyn reminded readers that according to 
the constitution, the authorities should contribute to the development of Russian and other 
languages. See “Ukrainskii spiker schitaet…” 

 116



A related argument as to why Russian should not or could not become the 
second state language in Ukraine is connected to a question of “mentality”. 
The Russian language as a symbol of solidarity with Russia is claimed to 
play a role as a political or ideological marker of loyalty to Russia rather 
than to Ukraine, and hence, an orientation towards Russian values, world 
views and interests rather than towards the Ukrainian ditto. Therefore, those 
who speak Russian are not to be fully trusted because they are not showing 
respect to or solidarity with the Ukrainian nation or state. As Strikha, also 
writing within a post-colonial framework, has claimed “[g]enerally, 
Ukraine’s colonial heritage has not been limited to the fact that many 
Ukrainians still use Russian as the language of everyday communication and 
that in some spheres, such as business and the media, Russian dominates 
dramatically over Ukrainian. A more important problem is that very often 
Russian-speaking Ukrainians have mentally remained citizens of the former 
USSR and therefore often supported the Communist and pro-presidential 
parties and opposed any reforms and integration with Europe” (Strikha 
2001:241). Also here, the Russian language is constructed as a link to the 
former Soviet power or current orientations towards further cooperation with 
Russia, which hampers the “Europeanisation” of Ukraine, thus interlinking 
the language issue with geopolitical concerns.112

From another perspective, current language politics are seen as creating 
an unnatural break with the historic traditions of a common Russian-
Ukrainian (or Slavic) territory and shared experiences, shared culture, tradi-
tions and values (cf. Wilson 1998a, 1998b). Many comments on this dimen-
sion also come from across the border, from Russia. In the introduction to an 
anthology on Russo-Ukrainian relations written by Russian and Ukrainian 
academics, the editor, a Russian historian, comments upon the usage of 
Ukrainian in Ukraine in the following manner:  

There is the other side – the aspiration of “nationally conscious” Ukrainians 
to in every way underline that they are distinct, different from the Russian 
people. A huge number of Russians, the author included, have encountered 
such a phenomenon in Ukraine. You ask something in Russian, they answer 
you in Ukrainian (people who, naturally, can speak Russian no worse than 
you do). In this very widespread phenomenon lies all the painfulness [bo-
leznennost’] of Ukraino-Russian relations. Ukrainians, answering you in 
Ukrainian, want to show by this that they are not Russians, and remind you 
that you are not in Russia. But by this they only demonstrate the closeness of 

                               
112 A reply to such arguments was formulated by Tatiana Zhurzhenko during the presidential 
campaign 2004, writing in Ukrains’ka Pravda. She held that at present only a minority would 
link their usage of Russian with fidelity to the Soviet past, Communist ideas or a project of 
“reunification with Russia” – and that it is about time the notion of Russian-speakers as a 
potential fifth column is dismissed. She continued by arguing that a membership in EU and 
the Europeanisation of Ukraine might actually be the better chance for Russian-speaking 
Ukrainians as a consensus on language politics might be achieved in a “democratic European 
Ukraine” (Zhurzhenko 2004c). 
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the Russian and Ukrainian languages, their uncertainty in themselves and a 
“complex of inferiority”. Imagine for a second that an English person who 
knows Russian and understands the question asked in Russian would answer 
in English. The “nationally conscious” Ukrainian, if one may express it like 
that, may never forget [dolzhen vse vremia ne zabyvat’] that he is a Ukrain-
ian, all the time underline that he is not a Russian. With the weak partition 
[raschlenennost’] of the Russian and the Ukrainian this generates absurd 
[nelepye] and painful [boleznennye] situations at every turn (Furman 
1997:13).  

Interestingly, here the boundary marking feature of the Ukrainian language 
is constructed as a sign of Ukrainians’ low self-confidence vis-à-vis Rus-
sians, and that usage of the Ukrainian language in Ukraine is actually not 
perfectly natural in all instances. Rather it can in some sense even be “absurd 
and unhealthy” – since Ukrainians should rather speak Russian if they mas-
ter that language (and according to the author, “naturally” they know good 
Russian) when meeting a Russian in Ukraine, even though – as he also 
points out – the Russian and Ukrainian languages are close. Hence, the role 
of the Ukrainian language is somehow undermined here, as it can be inter-
preted as being a marker of a “complex of inferiority”. At the same time, 
arguments have been formulated claiming that the Russian language held 
and still holds a “higher position” in a linguistic hierarchy, and that the 
Ukrainian language simply cannot perform the role of a state language be-
cause it is not “developed” enough (cf. Fournier 2002). Moreover, one line 
of argument is found among those who claim that Russian should be consid-
ered “more than a minority language” since the Russian language is not 
“foreign” to Ukraine (as former President Kuchma once stated), both be-
cause so many ethnic Ukrainians speak it as their first language but also 
because the groups of ethnic Russians is so big and has lived in current 
Ukrainian territory for such a long time. 

Some arguments are centred on linguistic human rights, and here the main 
focus moves from the group perspective to the individual. Language should 
be regarded as a person’s private matter (along with religious, cultural and 
ethnic self-identification), especially since in many cases, ethnic self-
identification does not correspond with linguistic self-identification. Here, 
“European norms” relating to LHRs are frequently cited, and the emphasis is 
said to be on the “civic”, not the “ethnic” nation (Shul’ga 2000:8). The soci-
ologist, and former member of Parliament for the Communist Party, Nikolai 
Shul’ga has been involved in projects aiming at writing a new language law, 
and in conclusion to a collection of projects, he states the following: 

The main principles that this project [of writing a new language law] are 
founded upon, [and] consist of universal human principles, respect for the 
rights of the individual, freedom of choice, freedom of [the individual’s] 
ethno-cultural and linguistic self-identification, equal rights, tolerance, mu-
tual respect, peacefulness and non-confrontation. The draft law is based upon 
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respect for the free choice of the individual, taking into account his original-
ity [samobytnosti], and not upon the individual’s subordination to the idols of 
the general [idolam obshchego] /…/ limiting his freedom. This draft law is in 
accordance with the unfolding processes of globalisation and, hence, it is di-
rected towards the future, and is not aiming at the past (Shul’ga 2000:213). 

Key-words such as universalism, freedom, equality and tolerance are fre-
quent in this discourse, and an argument holds that securing linguistic rights 
for the individual is a way of avoiding conflict, as asserted by advocates of 
LHRs (notably Section 2.3.1) – that granting wider linguistic rights reduces 
conflict potential rather than creating it. Yet, it should be pointed out that 
concepts of multilingualism and democracy are important for those who 
advocate only one state language in Ukraine too; thus linguistic rights for 
minority groups are not contested per se. Rather, it is the status of the Rus-
sian language that constitutes the main issue for all parties to the debate. One 
point of disagreement between proponents of wider linguistic rights and 
those arguing for the necessity of strengthening the position of the Ukrainian 
language is the question of whose rights really need to be protected. Accord-
ing to some, those who speak the Russian language are in no immediate 
danger of having their rights violated, rather, on the contrary – it is the 
Ukrainian-speakers who must have their rights secured (cf. footnote 109). In 
this way, the Ukrainian-speakers may be conceived of as the minority and 
the Ukrainian language as a minority language as Riabchuk says in a news-
paper interview: 

I am convinced that the small cultures, the weakest languages should get 
support; this concerns especially those languages which have been artificially 
discriminated against and have been reduced to minority languages, in par-
ticular Ukrainian /…/ In Donetsk, in Dnepropetrovsk, in Crimea, [Ukrainian] 
is the language of the minority. And we should treat it as a minority language 
and grant maximum support to its development. Not least since it is the lan-
guage of the native population, which has no other territory for development 
of this language and culture. I maintain that in Ukraine there should be a cer-
tain program for the support of the Ukrainian language and culture (Vdovi-
chenko 2002). 

This quotation also hold references to the debate on whether Ukraine should 
be described as a post-colonial society and whether practices of “affirmative 
action” or “positive discrimination” therefore ought to be linked first and 
foremost to the Ukrainian population (in ethnic or ethnolinguistic terms) of 
Ukrainian nationality.113

                               
113 Also, as Oleksandr Hrytsenko (2001:232) points out, with regards to the Communist 
Party’s insistence on opposing the continuing “forced Ukrainianisation”: “The fact is, after ten 
years of independence and allegedly brutal Ukrainianization, there are only a dozen or two 
Ukrainian schools in Donetsk oblast and only two or three in Crimea. Virtually all newspa-
pers, radio, and TV stations in these regions use Russian.” 
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3.5 Concluding remarks 
Thus, the main questions about how Ukrainian language policies should be 
conceptualised have been the following; should language policies be associ-
ated with the formula “one language-one nation-one state” with the Ukrain-
ian language, the Ukrainian nation and the Ukrainian state at the centre? Or, 
should the Russian language become a second state or official language in 
Ukraine because a) the Russian language is just as natural in this territory as 
the Ukrainian language is, b) the Russians constitute an unusually large mi-
nority and therefore should have specific rights (in comparison with other 
minority groups), or c) that the Russian language is the first language for a 
large part of the population, not only ethnic Russians? Furthermore, should 
linguistic rights be connected to the group (i.e. collective rights), to territory, 
or follow the individual? Finally, which group’s linguistic rights “really” 
need to be protected: the Ukrainians’, the Russians’ or other minority 
groups’? These questions have been central to the general debate on the lan-
guage issue in Ukraine, and in the empirical part, there will be a discussion 
of how some of these issues are reflected in talk about language in Kharkiv 
and how they are interwoven with different perceptions of the past as well as 
the future, and how these perceptions are used for rationalising one or the 
other standpoint. 

As I mentioned in the previous chapter, some scholars have pointed out 
that it is not the question of linguistic rights per se which should be seen as a 
primary source of conflict, but rather the problem is usually that the question 
concerning linguistic rights has not been solved or sorted out in due time.114 

Also, in many instances groups manage peaceful co-existence in multilin-
gual societies. Then again, many of these societies are regulated according to 
sometimes strict rules deciding when, where and by whom a language may 
be and should be used. Both the may and the should are important points in 
discussions on linguistic rights and duties; what are or should be the rights 
and duties of the citizens or the general population, of state employees, of 
private companies, of municipalities, or of the state in a given situation? 
Obviously, judging from practices around the world language situations may 
be solved in all kinds of ways – and more importantly, they are undergoing 
constant change.115 Hence, in discussions about attitudes to bilingualism in 

                               
114 For instance language conflicts in Belgium or in Canada/Québec have been commented 
upon as being cases in point (cf. Nelde 1995, Blommaert 1996, May 2001). 
115 In several countries changes are occurring in relation to who may receive minority status, 
on what grounds people receive linguistic rights (e.g., as individuals or group members) and 
these changes are responses both to changes in international standards and practices, as well 
as changes and intensity in demands from different groups, the influx of “new minority” 
groups as well as strengthening of “old minority” groups. For instance, as recently as 2005, 
Norway recognised the Finnish kvensk as a minority language despite the fact that this group 
was recognised as a national minority in 1998 and has lived in Norway for several generations 
(Pressemelding Kultur- og Kirkedepartmentet, nr 54/05, 26 April 2005). 
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the general population, as well as when examining theoretical discussions on 
bilingualism and languages in contact it must be clear that the concept of 
multilingualism may be used in different ways and for different purposes. 
Do discussions concern bilingualism as an ideal condition, as normatively 
good, or as a feasibly practical solution to a specific language situation? Is 
bilingualism considered a “nice solution” as long as this means that others 
should be bilingual to save me/us the trouble, or should we all be bilingual 
no matter which (two) languages we talk about116, or should the state be bi-
lingual so that individuals can go on with their business monolingually and 
live monolingual lives? Are we talking about individual, collective or territo-
rial rights and obligations? 

These are questions that are important in any multilingual context and 
they touch upon one additional key aspect: does the discussion concern the 
rights and even more importantly, obligations, of minorities or of majori-
ties? It is not within the scope of this dissertation to provide answers to these 
questions as this concerns a much wider debate, but it is imperative to raise 
and be aware of these issues when analysing language situations and beliefs 
about issues relating to language. As will be seen in the empirical part, many 
of the assumptions mentioned here are reflected in the ways people think and 
talk about language in Kharkiv. It also becomes clear how many of these 
assumptions are ideological and normative of nature, and that practice often 
is obscured by rhetoric. After having introduced the theoretical and analytic 
framework, presented a historical and political background to the language 
issue and briefly discussed some aspects of current language debates, the 
time has finally come to delve into the language situation in Kharkiv and 
examine the language situation and language policy here according to part of 
the population in this city. 

                               
116 May (2001) brings up this point when he discusses whether it is reasonable to demand only 
from minority groups to be bilingual, perhaps should even the majority group have to become 
bilingual as well, i.e. learn the minority language. This points to an important aspect since 
discussions on bilingualism often seem to assume that both languages are considered by the 
population to be equally “valuable”, “needed” or “in demand”. This may be because many of 
the bilingual situations that are discussed in academic literature often concern languages like 
English-French (Canada), French-Dutch (Belgium) or French-German-Italian (Switzerland), 
and Finnish-Swedish (Finland). These are all situations where the additional language(s) 
is/are language(s) that are spoken in other (neighbouring) countries as well, thus being in-
strumental in a different way than for instance a small indigenous language.  
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4 Introducing the site: Kharkiv, the border 
area 

In this chapter I will discuss the language situation in Kharkiv in relation to 
language policies in Ukraine in general. I will do this by briefly presenting 
two opposing perspectives on how to describe the current language situation 
in Kharkiv. Secondly, I will examine how Kharkiv is conceived of as a kind 
of middle ground between east and west in Ukraine, and how certain “cul-
tural hierarchies” have been described in the context of Kharkiv as a border-
land between Ukraine and Russia. Finally, I will discuss interpretations of 
history and how generational differences may have an impact on the general 
outlook on the current language issue. This will form the general background 
for the subsequent analysis. 

4.1 Kharkiv 
Kharkiv, the site of the fieldwork, is a city of roughly 1.5 million people and 
the second largest city in Ukraine. It is located the north-eastern corner of 
the country, approximately 40 kilometres from the Russian border. It is at 
the centre of the historical Russo-Ukrainian borderland that was briefly in-
troduced in Chapter 3, Sloboda Ukraine, also known as Slobozhanshchyna 
(Boldetskaia 1996, Magosci 1998, Zhurzhenko 2004b). Today, this area is 
divided by state-borders which affect inhabitants’ lives, but people continue 
to cross the border for work, trade or for visiting relatives (on implications of 
the state border in this region, see Zhurzhenko 2004a, 2004b). The city of 
Kharkiv celebrated its 350th anniversary in 2004. It was founded on the so-
called dyke pole, the “wild field”, where settlers were given certain privi-
leges in return for defending the borders of the Russian Empire after the 
1654 Pereiaslav treaty. It is said that these settlers were called “free” 
[svobodnymi] and that the word svoboda transformed into sloboda, hence the 
region became known as Sloboda Ukraine (Slobids’ka Ukraina) (Kononeko 
2001). After Catherine II had abolished the autonomy of Sloboda Ukraine, 
Kharkiv became the centre of the administrative unit Slobids’ko-Ukrains’ka 
guberniia in 1765, and in 1835 it became the centre for the governor-general 
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of the three guberniia; Kharkivs’ka, Chernihivs’ka and Poltavs’ka, and thus 
the city’s administrative importance within the Russian empire rose (ibid). 

 

 
Illustration 4.1 Map of Ukraine, Kharkiv. Reproduced with kind permission of 
RIAP. 

Kharkiv played an important role in the emergence of modern Ukrainian 
nationalism as the university founded in 1804/05 gathered scholars who had 
and could further develop an interest in Ukrainian history, traditions and 
language. These scholars “compiled dictionaries and collected folk songs, 
published grammars and Cossack chronicles, and employed the vernacular 
instead of the dominant clerical Slavonic in poetry, prose, and drama” and 
“they emphasized the uniqueness of Ukrainian culture and language, and 
glorified national history, with its ‘Golden Age’ in Kyivan Rus’ and ‘Silver 
Age’ in the Cossack Republic” (Riabchuk 2005). Kharkiv was also the cen-
tre of Bolshevik activities during the revolution, before the establishing of a 
Ukrainian Soviet Republic, of which Kharkiv became capital. The city was 
thus at the centre of political and social changes during the first years of 
Soviet power and the ambiguous politics of Ukrainianisation (cf. Liber 1992, 
Martin 2001) as well as cultural developments and new expressions in the 
arts. This is reflected in the city’s architecture and “the capital’s modern 
architecture represented progressive society and symbolized a new world” 
(Hewryk 1992:326). Kharkiv’s architects of the 1920s worked closely with 
Nova generatsiia, a literary society as well as a monthly journal edited by 
Mykhail’ Semenko, the founder of Ukrainian futurism. In 1934 the capital 
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was moved to Kyiv. Yet, during the Soviet period, Kharkiv was sometimes 
conceived of as the third city in the USSR (after Moscow and Leningrad) 
due to its importance as an educational centre, a centre of scientific research 
as well as the military industry and other industrial production. The city is 
conceived of and portrayed as both a “proletarian” and an “intellectual” city 
due to emphasis on the city’s role in industrial production, scientific research 
and higher education. 

 

Illustration 4.2 Celebrating Kharkiv’s 350th anniversary August 2004. A small part 
of the Derzhprom (State Industry) building (1925-1929), here being renovated for 
the city’s 350th  anniversary. This was part of a gigantic complex, advertised as the 
largest open space in Europe and with “the avant-garde style of the new buildings, 
the designers created a geometrically powerful structure, conceived for utility and 
efficient production, and programmed to shape the New Man of the socialist soci-
ety” (Hewryk 1992:331). The text on the building congratulating with the 350th 
anniversary is in Ukrainian, perhaps indicating that this it is “officially” sanctioned. 
Photo: the author. 

Kharkiv is close to the Russian border, and physically close to Russia, Rus-
sian culture and Russians, but even more so, Kharkiv may be seen as close to 
Russian culture also because of the mixed identities in this region (cf. 
Boldetskaia 1996). The proximity has been reflected in closeness in history, 
culture, language, traditions, and worldview, all of which was especially 
encouraged during the Soviet times (cf. Zhurzhenko 2004a, 2004b). How-
ever, political changes have moved part of the population away from con-
ceptions of commonality in some sense. In some cases, “the imagined com-
munity” (Anderson 1991) has been re-oriented from a mixed Ukrainian-
Russian (eastern Slavic) to a more Ukrainian one. Hence, both Kharkiv’s 
history and location renders it an interesting site for an examination of the 
issues this study is interested in. 
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Illustration 4.3 Arriving in Kharkiv or Khar’kov? The sign on Kharkiv train station 
notifying that one has arrived to Kharkiv spelled in Ukrainian. The train station has 
been mentioned in relation to previous name shifts, as in Mykola Kulish’s play 
Myna Mazailo (see more on this play in Section 4.4.1). On arriving from Kursk in 
Russia, one of the characters, tiotia Motia, was upset to see that the name of the city 
had changed from the Russian spelling Khar’kov to the Ukrainian Kharkiv: “Didn’t 
you see, didn’t you read? ‘Kharkiv’ it is written. I just arrived at the train station, I 
look – and in such huge letters: Kharkiv. I look – not Khar’kov, but Kharkiv! Why, I 
ask, why did you ruin the city for us?” (Kulish 2002 [1929]:127). Part of the city 
identity is based on it formerly being the first capital in UkrSSR. Photo: the author. 

 

Illustration 4.4 Which is the capital? The picture shows the sign on the train between 
Kyiv and Kharkiv called the “capital express”. In Kharkiv the notion “first capital” 
is frequently used with reference to the city (cf. Kevorkian 1996). Photo: the author. 

4.1.1 The Kharkiv language situation 
The population in the city Kharkiv is of both Ukrainian and Russian origin, 
and the 2001 census showed that there were 61 percent ethnic Ukrainians 
and 34.2 percent ethnic Russians, 70.7 percent and 25.6 percent respectively 
for the entire oblast’ (Naselennia 2003). The following data was not avail-
able for the city of Kharkiv alone, but figures told that in the city of Kharkiv 
together with the other cities in the oblast’ 33 percent of ethnic Ukrainians 
claimed Russian as their native language, while 96.3 percent of ethnic Rus-
sians claimed Russian to be native (data from Census 2001, 
www.ukrcensus.gov.ua).117 Regarding language competence, data from the 
                               
117 Census data also showed that in the entire Kharkiv oblast’ 53.8 percent declared to have 
Ukrainian as their native language, and 44.3 percent stated Russian as native. 74.1 percent of 
the ethnic Ukrainians in Kharkiv oblast’ claimed Ukrainian as their native language, 25.8 
percent Russian, while 95.6 of the ethnic Russians stated Russian as their native language and 
4.3 percent Ukrainian. Data from the 2001 census state that the entire Ukrainian population of 
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2001 census showed that 81.7 percent of the population in Kharkiv city 
claimed to master [vilno volodity] Ukrainian, and 91.5 percent of the popula-
tion claimed to master Russian. The corresponding figures for 1989 were 
62.5 percent Ukrainian and 97.2 percent Russian (Naselennia 2003:101). 
Whether or not 81.7 percent of the population in the city of Kharkiv was 
fluent in Ukrainian in 2001, these figures at least show intentions of claiming 
to know the state language, and that there was a remarkable rise from 1989. 

As discussed in Chapter 3, during the Soviet period, the Russian language 
was promoted as the more prestigious language that would facilitate social 
mobility and career opportunities. Since the Russian language was the pri-
mary language in many domains, the “usefulness” of the Ukrainian language 
decreased. At present, on the other hand, state policies, especially within the 
educational sphere, have contributed to changes in the former pattern of lan-
guage usage where the Russian language was dominant. Official data state 
that in Kharkiv the percentage of students instructed in Ukrainian in institu-
tions of higher education has risen from 8.5 percent in 1992/93 to 59 percent 
in 1999/2000 (Janmaat 2000, Kharkivs’ka oblast’ v 1999 rotsi 2000), which 
obviously is an impressive change (cf. Section 3.3.2 on educational policies). 
Of course, to what degree this is actually so, is a matter of empirical exami-
nation. Camelot Ann Marshall argues that after the break up of the Soviet 
Union the situation has changed from one where native Russian speakers 
remained “fixed on the language continuum and maintained their native lan-
guage, while native Ukrainian speakers shifted either completely to Russian 
or shifted within the bilingual range of the continuum” to a situation where 
“native Russian speakers must move towards Ukrainian language use, while 
native Ukrainian speakers maintain and strengthen their use of their native 
language” (2002:241-242). This may be so, but only to a certain extent as the 
Kharkiv case demonstrates. 

In Kharkiv as well as in other cities, especially in the eastern part of 
Ukraine, the actual usage of the Ukrainian language is limited to certain 
spheres. Other researchers have described a phenomenon of non-reciprocal 
bilingualism in parts of Ukrainian society, i.e. that no linguistic accommoda-
tion takes place and that each individual carries out a conversation in that 
person’s preferred language (Bilaniuk 2005), but as I point out later, I have 
not found many instances of this pattern in Kharkiv. In general, Kharkiv can 
be described as a “Russian-speaking” city. By this I mean that the Russian 
language seems to be used most in most domains, not least in people’s eve-
ryday affairs, and there has been local political as well as widespread popu-
lar support of Russian as a second state language. Russian dominates the city 
landscape both visibly and audibly; it is the language most frequently seen 

                                                                                                                             
some more than 48 million people is made up of 77.8 percent Ukrainians and 17.8 percent 
Russians. 67 percent of the total population claimed that Ukrainian is their native language 
and 29.6 percent declared Russian as their native language. 
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and heard for instance in the streets, in newsstands, in shops and restaurants. 
Personal stories retold by students at different universities in Kharkiv illus-
trate that Russian is considered the linguistic norm, while the Ukrainian lan-
guage is more seldom used among friends or at university, even if one uses 
Ukrainian at home. Furthermore, the Kharkiv City council has a history of 
being pro-Russian language to the extent that simultaneously with the March 
2002 Parliamentary elections, a referendum was carried out proposing to 
grant the Russian language status on par with the state language in the city. 
The first attempt at elevating the status of the Russian language to being a 
second state language was made in the City Council in December 1996 with 
a decision to grant the Russian language a status equal to that of the Ukrain-
ian language as a state language.118 The Ukrainian Supreme Court decided in 
February 2001 that the Kharkiv City Council had exceeded its authority, but 
the City Council refused to abide by the Court’s decision. This became an 
issue again when the City Council initiated the referendum in March 2002.119 
Allegedly 83 percent voted in favour of the proposal. In addition, the 
Kharkiv City Council manifested a strong support for the ratification of the 
ECRML on the grounds that it might strengthen the position of the Russian 
language in this part of the country,120 and it was also the first City Council 
to decide that Russian should be recognised as a “regional language” in 
2006. Usage of the Ukrainian language seems not to be directed so much by 
individuals’ attitudes towards the language as such but rather directed by the 
social context they find themselves in. This situation may create tensions in 
perceptions of the relation between these two languages as well as percep-
tions of the relation between speakers of these two languages. How these 
relations are perceived depends on a number of factors, for instance the atti-

                               
118 This meant that in local organs of self-government, in firms and in organisations that are 
municipal property, when conducting business correspondence, preparations of documents 
and other carriers of information, on a par with the state language, one should be able to use 
the Russian language as well, see “Khar’kovchane za predostavlenie russkomu iazyku statusa 
ofitsial’nogo”. The formulation used by the City Council when referring to this emphasised 
the use of Russian side by side with Ukrainian, however not making clear whether it could 
thus be used instead of Ukrainian or if everything should then be available in both languages.  
119 The following point was going to be addressed in October 2002, according to the docu-
ment “Pro zatverdzhennia planu roboty Kharkivs’koi mis’koi rady XXIV sklykannia na II 
pivrichchia 2002 roku” of 25 September 2002: “On measures aimed at the realisation of the 
results of the public opinion poll conducted 31.03.02 on the use of the Russian language on a 
par with the state [language] in the city Khar’kov and giving the city Khar’kov special status.” 
The latter point relates to a second question in the referendum, asking the population whether 
the city of Kharkiv should be given a “special status” within Ukraine. Interestingly, even 
though the title of the document is in Ukrainian, the text appears in Russian. 
120 See the undated letter to the Council of Europe written by the Kharkiv City Council on this 
issue, “Deputaty Khar’kovskogo gorodskogo soveta obratilis’ v monitoringovy komitet par-
lamentskoi assamblei soveta Evropy”. As mentioned in the introduction to Chapter 1, the 
entry into force of the ECMRL on 1 Jan 2006 prompted the City Council to declare Russian a 
regional language on 6 March 2006.  
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tudes encountered among family and friends, in school, the mass media, and 
in society in general. 

Certainly, not only politicians but also “ordinary people” have opinions 
on the language issue. These opinions, however, may rather be found in the 
large middle ground between the two rather polarised perspectives on how to 
describe, evaluate and resolve the language issue. As many of the interview-
ees and respondents may be said to belong to the intelligentsia, first and 
foremost the academic and cultural intelligentsia, a substantial part of the 
analysis will necessarily take these perspectives as a point of departure. 
Hence, the examination of the language situation in Kharkiv that I will carry 
out in this thesis may be biased in the sense that one segment of the popula-
tion gets a more prominent place than other segments.121 On the other hand, 
the groups of respondents and interviewees are not homogeneous, and hence, 
the perspectives that I present and discuss here are diversified. I will start by 
outlining debates on a more public level, thus providing one picture of the 
general climate or context in which the respondents and interviewees were 
located when discussing language in this part of the country. 

4.1.2 Russification or Ukrainianisation: a polarised language 
debate 

Discussions on the language situation in Kharkiv convey points of contesta-
tion similar to those in other parts of Ukraine; discontent with language poli-
cies is high, and criticism towards (lack of) language regulations and active 
language management comes from both Ukrainian-speakers and Russian-
speakers. Part of the former group criticises what they consider to be a lack 
of consistent policies in the language sphere, leading to the continued pre-
dominance of the Russian language, or a continued “Russification”, and part 
of the latter group criticises what they consider to be politics of “forced 
Ukrainianisation”. To some extent, this may be described as an elite debate, 
where those whose voices are heard belong to the intelligentsia; cultural, 
academic or political circles, thus having positions of power at stake, 
whether related to symbolic (Bourdieu 1991) or actual political or economic 
power. The local debate seemed to be dominated by the pro-Russophone 
side. I base this interpretation upon the important role of the City Council in 
setting the agenda, and also how certain themes on discrimination of the 
Russian language, the Russian culture and the population’s ethno-cultural 
identities are dominating in the general public discourse.122 News items for 
                               
121 As explained in the section on methods and in Appendix A, since the interest of this pro-
ject was in people who communicate at work, and who were more or less closely related to 
the authorities in some way, this delimited the range of persons taking part and whose atti-
tudes and beliefs I can account for. 
122 The term “discrimination” is often used with reference to the status of Russian in Kharkiv 
or eastern Ukraine, see “Zaporozh’e podniali ‘russkii vopros’” where it is reported that at a 
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instance, more often seemed to focus upon complaints on the situation of 
Russian-speakers than of Ukrainian-speakers, and complaints were made 
more often with reference to the discrimination of rights of Russian-
speakers, than of Ukrainian-speakers. Hence, during the period of my field-
work I experienced the general public discourse as rather one-sided, focusing 
on one story-line emphasising the place and role of the Russian language in 
this city, whereas the perspective concerning the place and role of Ukrainian 
was much less prominent. 

The perspective represented by the City Council presents Ukrainian lan-
guage policies as anti-democratic – claiming for instance that the Ukrainian 
government is taking specific measures aimed at the ousting of the Russian 
language from official usage – and not in line with European standards, 
hence constructing these policies as unmodern. Further, utilising the rhetoric 
of linguistic human rights has been important in that respect, pointing to 
Ukrainian citizens being deprived of their rights to choose their language. 
Deputies of the City Council have thus firmly opposed the principle of cor-
respondence between ethnicity and language, and have employed the histori-
cal dimension as support for arguing that what may be considered so to 
speak normal is that half of the Ukrainian population, irrespective of ethnic 
origins “speak and think” in Russian – not Ukrainian.123 Clearly, this must be 
seen as an important force in upholding a strong opinion in Kharkiv for “le-
galising” the usage of the Russian language. This means that it should be 
legally sanctioned to use Russian, as the language that is predominant in this 
region, on a par with the Ukrainian language in its position as the state lan-
guage.124 One prominent advocate for the case of the Russian language in 
Kharkiv is Gennadiy Makarov, leader of the organisation Obshchestvennoe 
ob’’edinenie “Za kul’turno-iazykovoe ravnopravie” (Association for Cul-

                                                                                                                             
gathering of among others deputies from city councils of several cities in eastern and southern 
Ukraine, the Russian consul in Kharkiv accused the Ukrainian authorities of discrimination of 
the Russian language. With reference to instruction in the Russian language, one deputy of the 
City Council maintained that “in general in Khar’kov, the Russian language is discriminated 
against as previously”, see “Russkim klassam v Khar’kove byt’”. See also “Deputaty 
Khar’kovskogo gorodskogo soveta…” where deputies of Kharkiv City Council express their 
hopes that the ECRML will be a way of “put[ting] an end to the continuing linguistic dis-
crimination in Ukraine.”   
123 “Deputaty Khar’kovskogo gorodskogo soveta...” 
124 The Kharkiv Groups for Human rights Protection may be seen as an opponent to this posi-
tion, including the language issue in the general debates on human rights, the development of 
democracy and the very rule of law. Yet, during the period of fieldwork, this organisation did 
not come out as a very prominent party to the local language debates. Hence, it is difficult to 
judge to what degree this organisation may have influenced the public discourse on language 
and language rights in Kharkiv. Yet, they clearly address this issue: see the open letter to 
Kharkiv Mayor Vladimir Shumilkin before the decision of 6 March 2006. “Otkrytoe pis’mo 
gorodskomu golove Khar’kova V. A. Shumilikinu.” One other organisation that is represented 
in the general language debate in Kharkiv is Prosvita, taking a very firm pro-Ukrainian stand, 
and perhaps because of its rather unreasonable stands, its spokespersons also seemed quite 
marginal to the public discourse. 
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tural and Linguistic Equality). Even though he may not be influential in rela-
tion to the general population, he has been active in organising protests and 
meetings and has held a rather high profile in local media. In an interview in 
a programme on the local (Kharkiv) TV station Pervaia Stolitsa125 on 28 
February 2005, Makarov discussed the question of granting the Russian lan-
guage status as a second state language. He said that the contemporary 
Ukrainian society and state is not “stable” and cannot become stable unless 
the discrimination of half of the population with another language and an-
other mentality stops. According to Makarov, this discrimination is carried 
out through forced Ukrainianisation in all spheres of life and that its goal is 
to transform the Russian-speaking population into a national minority. Fur-
thermore, Makarov is quoted as saying that the discrimination is carried out 
by methods such as “changes of national-cultural identification.” He claimed 
that these methods were formed in the period of the Bolshevik Ukrainianisa-
tion and continued into the 1960s; including a ban on and pressure on the 
Russian language in all spheres of public life, and a forced change of Rus-
sian names in “accordance with Ukrainian national traditions.”126

The perspective Makarov put forth here clearly focused on the issue of 
discrimination. Thus, in relation to the question discussed in Chapter 3 of 
“whose rights need to be protected” he provides an unambiguous answer: the 
Russian-speakers’ rights. The organisation focuses especially on the question 
about the language of instruction in the school system.127 Despite its name, 
the organisation headed by Makarov focuses on support of the Russian lan-
guage rather than also securing the right to use the Ukrainian language in all 
domains. One task mission for this organisation is formulated as: “defence 
for the equality of the Russian language and its functioning on par with the 
Ukrainian language.” Furthermore, the objective of members of the organi-
sation should also be to aim at the “rebirth, development and spreading of 
Russian cultural values with the intention of mutual understanding and inte-
                               
125 This is a locally rather well-known TV station, which produces its own items on Kharkiv 
city and the region, its history and the current position of Kharkiv as “mediator” between 
Russia and Ukraine. The name of the TV station is in that respect quite telling, since the name 
refers to Kharkiv as “the first capital” (of the UkrSSR), i.e. pointing to the city’s, so to speak, 
former days of glory (http://1stolica.com.ua) (Kevorkian 1996). This TV channel also in-
vented the slogan “Love Khar’kov or go away!” Zhurzhenko (2004b:509) comments upon 
Pervaia Stolitsa as one example of “ambivalent attempts to reinvent the local history” in 
Kharkiv today. The station’s main journalist and editor Konstantin Kevorkian’s “popular 
version of the history of the city and the region was presented in his TV program and pub-
lished as a collection of historical essays /…/ [Kevorkian] sees the way to prosperity for 
Kharkiv in economic regionalization (free economic zone) and in turning the city into the 
‘shadow capital of the Russian-speaking culture in Ukraine’” (Zhurzhenko 2004b:509). A 
recent example of this TV station’s co-workers’ engagement in presenting the history of 
Kharkiv is found in the book written by journalists at the TV station, called 100 znamenitykh 
khar’kovchan [100 famous khar’kovites] (Kevorkian et al. 2004) which was launched for 
Kharkiv city’s 350th anniversary celebrated in August 2004.  
126 http://www.ravnopravie.kharkov.ua/news.htm 
127 See for instance “Bor’ba za russkuiu shkolu v g. Khar’kove: polozhitel’nyi sdvig”. 
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gration in the common-European processes of the CIS countries.”128 The 
arguments put forward to support this standpoint include frequent references 
to “European standards” and “democracy”, which also fully centres on the 
rights of Russian-speakers, rather than including rights of Ukrainian-
speakers as well. In this perspective, rights of Ukrainian-speakers are already 
guaranteed by the state, whereas Russians-speakers are discriminated against 
by the very same state. Since the state supports Ukrainian language and cul-
ture mainly, it thus oppresses the language and culture of a large part of the 
population, even violating their legal rights to use their native tongue, as 
guaranteed by the Constitution. This corresponds to Zhurzhenko’s observa-
tion that “a new situation has emerged, since now Russian-speakers can use 
democratic and human rights rhetoric (and consequently the authority of 
Western liberal ideology) against Ukrainian nationalism” (Zhurzhenko n.d.). 
Arguing for “equal rights” in this context would rather be stating a point of 
view that aims to preserve the status quo where the Russian language is and 
continues to be the dominating language, and where Russian-speakers will 
not be threatened by the prospect of having to use Ukrainian. 

Makarov’s depiction of the world he lives in is radically different from 
other interpretations of the language situation in Kharkiv. In statements de-
livered during the Parliamentary Hearings on the language situation in 
Ukraine in March 2003 Evhen Zolotar’ov expressed an opposing perspective 
to that presented by Makarov regarding the language situation in Kharkiv 
and eastern Ukraine.129 He claimed that “being a Ukrainian-speaker, [just] as 
being an oppositional, is in this state the equal to [practicing] extreme sports, 
the practice of which only guarantees adrenalin” (Zolotar’ov 2003:64). Zolo-
tar’ov emphasised that in the eastern parts of Ukraine, there is a conception 
of Ukrainian as the language of a subculture, the underground, of the “mar-
ginalised” and the “outsiders”, i.e., rather the opposite to Makarov asserting 
that Russian-speakers are discriminated against. Zolotar’ov continued by 
stating that “a young person who decides to use the Ukrainian language has 
to have fighter features, be a rebel and non-conformist” and that “[h]owever, 

                               
128 At the organisation’s web-page (http://www.ravnopravie.kharkov.ua) its goals and tasks 
are outlined, consisting of a mixture of various geopolitical and ideological orientations. The 
declared aim is to unite citizens within the Ukrainian territory to create a “constitutional” 
civilised society and state on the basis of a “highest possible” adaptation of European values. 
The tasks are among many other things to promote the European convention for Human 
Rights, The European Charter on languages (sic) and assistance to the integration in European 
structures, work for expanding the regions’ authorities and assist in expanding the cooperation 
with Russia, spread Orthodoxy in Ukraine, and support the processes of integration with the 
countries of the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS). 
129 He was listed as head of the Kharkiv scientific association Humanitarna Kolehiia (he was 
also one of the leader’s of PORA, the youth organisation behind the Orange Revolution). It 
should be also be clarified that these comments were not uttered in a Kharkiv context nor may 
they be seen as being representative of a certain side in the local debate. Yet, I have chosen to 
include Zolotar’ov’s statements as one possible description of the situation that nevertheless 
seems to have some resonance with some of the interviewees. 
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the largest part of the young people do not want to be non-conformists, they 
want to be successful. And the knowledge of Ukrainian as good as does not 
have an effect on success” (ibid:64-65). Even though this perspective focus-
ing on the marginalisation of the Ukrainian language was by no means 
prominent in the public discourse in Kharkiv, especially the last point ex-
pressed by Zolotar’ov here seemed relevant in relation to some of the inter-
viewees’ discussion of the Kharkiv language situation, which I will discuss 
in subsequent chapters. 

I have chosen to present these two viewpoints expressed publicly to sim-
ply illustrate two possible interpretations located at each end of a spectrum 
of descriptions of the language situation in this part of the country, without 
necessarily implying that these are representative of the general debate.  Yet, 
with respect to language practices, language beliefs and language manage-
ment both these perspectives interlink with several of the motives presented 
in Chapter 2. On the one hand, as discussed above, it has been claimed that 
Russian-speakers are discriminated against and being culturally Ukrainian-
ised, evoking the motives of inequality and insecurity relating to language 
rights. Furthermore, Makarov claimed that Russian-speakers are not consid-
ered a “legitimate part” of the Ukrainian nation if this should be based on 
ethno-cultural markers. Makarov held that there are attempts at transforming 
the Russian-speaking part of the population into something else culturally, or 
marginalise it, i.e. attempting to change or suppress a Russian or Russian-
speaking identity. This may thus be interpreted as hampering integration of 
this part of the population, with “another language and another mentality,” as 
they will have to either assimilate or accept marginalisation. On the other 
hand, the opposite perspective describes those who use the Ukrainian lan-
guage as being marginalised, leading a way of life that most people do not 
wish for since it promises nothing in terms of rewards. This argument relates 
also to motives of inequality and integration but this time portraying Ukrain-
ian-speakers as the outsiders, those who are not part of mainstream society 
as they use that language which may not offer much in terms of success, 
hence also pointing to the motive of instrumentality. 

In regions such as Kharkiv where the local population, or at least part of 
it, perceive state policies on language as colliding with local preferences, 
adversaries of either side may perceive an approach that aims at a balance 
between the two sides as simply failing to deal with the issue. The language 
issue in Ukraine is often interpreted and talked about in absolute terms or as 
contradictory paradigms (Bilaniuk 2005:175). Hence, those who do not ex-
plicitly take sides, or who try to compromise, are open for criticism from 
both sides. Whereas the Kharkiv City Council introduced the question of 
Russian as a second state language on its agenda several times, the oblast 
administration, on the other hand, apparently followed a course that was 
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closer to official state policies.130 The oblast’ administration was in a sense 
located between the Kharkiv City Council, and the Ukrainian state authori-
ties. Oleksandr Sydorenko, at the time Deputy Head of the Kharkiv oblast’ 
state administration, explained how the oblast’ administration thus ended up 
trying to balance demands and criticism from both sides. 

In Kharkiv oblast’ the process of introduction of the Ukrainian language in 
the sphere of everyday life goes gradually, goes as planned… and our posi-
tion, the position of the authorities, consists in that in no case will we take 
measures that will accelerate this process artificially. Any artificial increase 
in speed in this case is dangerous. Well, firstly, it could do much harm to the 
idea itself, it can destroy the idea itself, and secondly, it will not give any fi-
nal result. Maybe someone thinks that it is gradual; however, here in Kharkiv 
there are two camps of critics – from one side and from the other. From the 
one side, it is actively claimed that Kharkivshchyna [Kharkiv region] remains 
Russified and the introduction of Ukrainian language in the [everyday] life 
goes slowly. From the other side, in particular, the members of the Kharkiv 
City Council adopted the resolution last week that they do not agree with the 
transferring of TV channels in Kharkiv…the commercials…to Ukrainian. 
And we find ourselves, the authorities find themselves, between these two 
fiery critics, from the one side – that Kharkiv is Russified, from the other 
side, that Kharkiv is Ukrainianised (Oleksandr Sydorenko, Deputy Head of 
Kharkiv oblast’ state administration, October 2003, in Ukrainian). 

Thus, Sydorenko argued that it is necessary to go slowly with reforms so as 
not to antagonise the Russian-speaking side, and not to risk provoking open 
or active resistance where it is potentially only latent. By claiming that an 
“artificial increase in speed” (maybe what others would refer to as “forced 
Ukrainianisation”) could rather harm the entire idea of further Ukrainianisa-
tion, he portrayed the slow and gradual process advocated by the oblast’ 
authorities as sound and responsible politics. Sydorenko also underscored 
this by mentioning that some may think that it is going too slowly and that 

                               
130 It seems the oblast’ authorities have continued this practice to date, but still emphasising 
the place and role of Russian in this part of the country by pointing to the “national composi-
tion of the population” along with the geographical location as rationale for focusing on the 
Russian language and Russian culture (cf. statements by head of board on education and 
science of the oblast’ state administration Vadym Luniachek in January 2007, “Vyvchenniu 
rosiis’koi movy na Kharkivscshyni uvaha prydilialasia i prydiliatymet’sia”). Hence, where the 
City Council has specifically pointed to the unreasonableness of focusing on the ethnic com-
position in addressing the language issue, the oblast’ administration has used this as an argu-
ment in the same case. The difference in argument then seems to depend on which status the 
respective level of authorities envisages for the Russian language. The position of the oblast’ 
administration was also outlined by governor Arsen Avakov in a letter published in November 
2006. Here he declared himself a supporter of the Ukrainian language as the only state lan-
guage while he referred to Russian as a principal language of communication, also claiming 
that the language problem is an artificial problem. A discussion of how to solve this “artificial 
problem” is conspicuously missing, and in that sense rather points to an acceptance of the 
continuation of status quo and the predominant use of Russian in Kharkiv, which his general 
rhetoric here also underlined (see “Arsen Avakov”). 
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Kharkiv is still Russified, but reminded that oblast’ authorities are trapped 
between two camps of critics. This perspective clearly relates to the issue of 
potential conflict, where balance or the middle way is depicted as the only 
way in order not to create conflict where it has not yet erupted, but on the 
other hand, this means working under constant criticism. As Cooper 
(1989:83-84) points out, the question of speed in relation to reforms is im-
portant, since the interpretation of what is short or long time varies so much 
from one antagonist to the other, and depends on power relations. Hence, the 
point that Sydorenko made here is important for an understanding of one of 
the aspects of perceived conflict. Some persons believe or fear that change is 
coming too fast, possibly turning their lives upside down, while regarding 
the language issue as something that may be solved in the course of genera-
tions, if it can be solved at all. Other persons argue that it is not reasonable 
that so much time has gone by since independence without any substantial 
and noticeable changes. Thus, as some people feel that they are being pres-
sured into rapid change by those in power, others believe that the change 
they wish for has been obstructed, also by those in power. This may then 
lead to various responses to change: those who believe that change is not 
swift enough may go from being supportive of change to becoming accelera-
tors, propagating faster and more extensive change. On the other hand, those 
who believe that change is already too far-reaching may react by becoming 
resisters, opposing or even trying to reverse change, as restorers (cf. Mitchell 
2005). As was hinted at in the quotation above, one of the current problems 
is then to balance the demands of those who advocate these different inter-
pretations of the language situation. In the following chapters I will discuss 
in more detail how these different perspectives were articulated among the 
interviewees, not least interrelated with discussions on linguistic rights. 

Furthermore, the resolution that Sydorenko mentioned here is interesting 
as an illustration of how Ukrainian language politics might be made func-
tional in certain contexts. As mentioned in Chapter 3, in fall 2003 a law was 
passed saying that all commercials must be in Ukrainian, the “law forbids 
advertising in any other language and is punishable by a fine of four times 
the cost of the advertisement” and this law was criticised as discriminatory 
against Russian-speakers131 (Khrushelnycky 2003a). On the other hand, lan-
guage policies and language-related legislation have often been criticised for 
being paper tigers. Yet, some of the interviewees who worked in the media 
still maintained that laws like these have impact on language usage in the 
media to some degree. For instance, one of them talked about the law on 
commercials, claiming that this was the most “vulnerable” aspect since it 
relates to economic interests and “nobody wants to let go of the hen that lays 

                               
131 For instance Alexandr Bazeliuk, leader of the Slavic politic party, based in the eastern city 
of Donets’k, was cited in Khrushelnycky (2003b) claiming that the law was a violation of 
human rights. 
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the golden eggs” (journalist, b. 1965, March 2005, in Russian), meaning that 
one would rather be sure to follow the rules when it comes to language of 
commercials, since breaking the law might potentially lead to a loss of the 
most important income for TV channels or newspapers. At the same time as 
local media may then actually follow the new regulations, the local politi-
cians apparently opposed them, an event that thus displayed some of the 
tension in the language situation in Kharkiv. 

4.2 Kharkiv as the link between east and west 
In this section I will examine the images of Russia and Ukraine, and east and 
west in Ukraine, as this was discussed by interviewees – both reiterating and 
challenging the stereotypes that relate to how these entities may be per-
ceived. As mentioned in Chapter 1, stereotypes may be useful given that 
among other things they may be used to preserve or create “positively valued 
differentiation between one’s own and other social groups” (Ruthland and 
Brown 2001:128). Kharkiv is very close to the Russian border, and as many 
interviewees explained, Russian language and culture are “close to them”, 
hence making this more familiar territory (both in a literal and a figurative 
sense) than western Ukraine where interviewees said that there is more em-
phasis on Ukrainian language, Ukrainian traditions and culture. On the other 
hand, since Russia is physically close this may fuel a desire to express one’s 
“authentic Ukrainian nature” or proving to be “truly Ukrainian”, a theme that 
will be examined further in Chapter 9. As I will discuss below, I have found 
that stereotyping of outgroups and recognition of common characteristics in 
relation to ingroups varied from one context to another. There were thus no 
fixed positions for Us and Them. In relation to western Ukraine, perceived as 
nationalistic and hostile towards Russian-speakers, a certain “Russianness” 
(related for instance to elements such as common literature, language and 
culture, and being part of a group of well-educated urban persons) may be-
come indicative for defining an ingroup of Russian-speakers or eastern 
Ukrainians. In relation to Russia, when perceived as ignorant, too powerful 
and meddling in Ukrainian affairs, “Ukrainianness” may be emphasised in 
order to define the ingroup of “us Ukrainians”, whether eastern or western. 

At one level, the image of Kharkiv as a bridge or link between east and 
west may be explained by the articulation of one idea that I encountered 
especially after the Orange Revolution. This concerned the idea of Kharkiv 
as a city of liberal and tolerant spirit, and something of a link or mediator 
between the Ukrainian east and west, as well as between Ukraine and Rus-
sia.132 One of the interviewees held that Kharkivites were not at all like 

                               
132 This image has also been used by politicians, for instance then president Kuchma said in 
2002 that “Kharkiv is the capital of Ukrainian-Russian co-operation” (see Rodgers 
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“those over there in the east [referring to Donbas]”, so to speak contributing 
to a deconstruction of eastern Ukraine as a single homogeneous space. This 
vision of Kharkiv as a historical meeting-place also made some interviewees 
talk about the city as inherently multiethnic and multicultural. In some in-
stances the image of the region referred mainly to the boundary-free histori-
cal region and the importance of a common eastern Slavic culture, which 
was now blocked by the new state boundaries. Thus, at another level, an 
image of the mediating city of Kharkiv might also be seen as an outcome of 
the common Russian-Ukrainian history as well as a more or less positive 
assessment of the Soviet period and the “mixing” of nationalities, viz. the 
following quote: 

We lived in the Russian Empire; after that we lived in the Soviet Union. In 
that big country [strana] there where more than 150 nationalities, all of these 
mixed with each other, in general, the greatest part of people who are regis-
tered [po dokumentam] as either Russian or Ukrainian and live in Ukraine, in 
reality are neither Russian not Ukrainian. And that is a very vigorous mixture 
and it is difficult to say what kind of nationalities they are, on the whole it is 
not possible to say what kind of nationalities they are. And pure Russians and 
Ukrainians in Ukraine, in spite of the fact that these are the biggest nationali-
ties in Ukraine, they are in reality very few (University teacher in history, b. 
1963, October 2003, in Russian). 

A point of departure for this idea was thus interpretations of Kharkiv as the 
city of the borderland where cultures meet or – as of recently – are separated 
(cf. also Søvik 2006b). The perspective expressed in the quote above can be 
seen as one way of supporting the claim that the Russian language should 
have a natural place in this region. Since there are no “pure” groups, de-
mands on the Ukrainian language as integral to the territory based upon the 
ethnic criteria cannot be supported (cf. Section 4.4 on how the same person 
talked about Ukrainianisation as contradicting historical traditions). One 
other interviewee talked about how he was “certain” about his “Ukrainian-
ness” even as a child during Soviet times, in spite of speaking only Russian. 
He exemplified with memories from his childhood when he went on holi-
days to his relatives in Russia; “we were all into football” and he would put 
on the t-shirt of the Ukrainian football team as a means of “clearly express-
ing, showing that you’re Ukrainian.” He also mentioned that even further 
back, during the Soviet times, football was one of the few ways of being 
“nationalist”. 

                                                                                                                             
2006b:173-174). In 2005, Kharkiv governor Arsen Avakov said that he “constantly tell[s] 
leaders from Kyiv that Kharkiv is the bridgehead and the way to the east” (Salimonovych 
2005). During the Orange Revolution three camps were present in Kharkiv; the Orange, the 
Blue/Whites and the Greens, the latter group were there to “make peace” between the two 
opposing camps. 
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During the Soviet times it was concealed, it was unofficial, but in conceal-
ment the rivalry between the two leading football clubs was perceived as the 
rivalry between two nations. So, Spartak-Moskva was perceived as, identified 
with the occupation of, say cultural independence, the team was identified 
even with the totalitarian regime. And then, the leader of Ukrainian football 
[Dynamo Kyiv]…well, there was this peculiarity; one lives in different re-
gions, there are different teams, but all were die-hard fans [v poryve boleli] 
for the leader of Ukrainian football, already during the Soviet times, it was 
like a protest, like a struggle. That is, officially one could not fight, demon-
strations could not be held, and football was the only thing where that fight 
was expressed, there was a special national opposition, not fanatical and so, it 
was national (PhD student/University teacher in history, b. 1981, March 
2005, in Russian). 

Football then, was in his words “like a battle, a chance for Ukrainians to 
show the Russians that we were as good as [ravnie] as them” – and thus 
differences were created, according Soviet nationalities politics and along 
republican borders (cf. Ch. 3, Brubaker 1994). This person also talked exten-
sively about how he believed that Russians imagined the relations between 
Ukraine and Russia, and between Ukrainians and Russians. The points he 
brought forth are similar to what may be labelled “Russophile” or “Sovieto-
phile” approaches (cf. Kuzio 2006). 

Have you been to Russia, do you watch Russian news channels? That is state 
politics. It is advantageous to political forces and so on. And what is even 
typical, absolutely, the mutual relations between Russians and Ukrainians, 
even on a private level – it is not equality [ravnopravie], that is, they consider 
that Ukrainians /../ in general as a weak nation that is capable of nothing and 
stands in need of help from Russia [nuzhdaetsia v Rossii]. So, in private even, 
when I talk to my uncle, he says “Never mind, as soon as it gets even worse 
for you, you’ll come and ask to come back yourselves.” So, they have such a 
missionary work, such missionary work… it is inherent to them (PhD stu-
dent/university teacher in history, b. 1981, March 2005, in Russian).  

Yet, he not only essentialised Russians in Russia as inherently condescend-
ing towards Ukraine and Ukrainians. He also linked Russian conceptions of 
Ukraine with certain tendencies in the Kharkiv region, claiming to see such 
chauvinistic attitudes not only restricted to Russia but also as having an ef-
fect in Ukraine. But then again, he linked these kinds of ideas with “Soviet 
thinking” when he recaptured his interpretations of how others perceive 
Ukraine and Ukrainian culture: 

“And there in Ukraine…” it is not a fully developed state [ne sovsem razvitoe 
gosudarstvo]; they do absolutely not talk about achievements within science, 
literature, culture and so on; on the contrary, humbleness and inferiority is 
underlined. That is in the Russian Federation. And that has an effect even in 
our border regions /…/ it has an effect. Many are ashamed, for instance, they 
believe that the Ukrainian [culture] is some kind of rural culture. This is just 
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remnants of the Soviet, I’d say chauvinist Russian ideology. It is inherent. 
That is, Russians, they are the best and all the rest are worse. The Russians 
protect, feed and defend everybody who finds themselves under the patron-
age of the Russians, their “all-encompassing Russian soul” comes free of 
charge… (PhD student/university teacher in history, b. 1981, March 2005, in 
Russian).  

In the last quote, he talked about an implicit hierarchy in “Russian thinking”, 
how they are the “best” and the rest are “worse”, and how this has formed 
beliefs about for instance Ukrainian culture as inferior, also among Ukraini-
ans themselves (cf. “complex of inferiority” as mentioned by Furman cited 
in Ch. 3). In the next section I will therefore examine some discussions on 
“cultural hierarchies” in the borderland in order to highlight some of the 
articulations of these issues that I encountered. 

A picture of the antagonistic “two Ukraines” was quite commonly re-
ferred to both before and after the Orange Revolution. Often, the situation in 
Ukraine was portrayed as one where westerners look at the eastern and 
southern parts dominated by ethnic Russians and Russian-speakers with 
suspicion and vice versa. Yet, whereas one of the students portrayed western 
Ukrainians as nationalistic and hostile towards people from eastern Ukraine, 
in particular because of the Russian language, another student opposed his 
views. 

 
Student 1: [the western Ukrainians stereotype us], that we are actually Rus-

sians because we speak Russian. When we go there, they give us a hostile 
reception. So, if we see people from western Ukraine entirely as our own 
[vpolne svoimi], completely normal, then us…even if I, a Ukrainian, I 
speak in Russian, they consider me an enemy. They may well not speak to 
me, treat me with prejudices, show their resentment in any possible way. 

Student 2: Oh no, it is not like that anymore /…/ Everybody says that there’s 
a bunch of nationalists there, no way! I have relatives there. Normal peo-
ple, if you treat them in a friendly way, then they’ll treat you friendly too. 

After some discussion about where they had been, who they had encountered 
and which kind of experiences they actually had, the first student neverthe-
less concluded that 

Well, I don’t know. They were very hostile towards me. (Students, pharma-
cology, b. 1980-82, October 2003, in Russian). 

Such stereotypes were rather frequently mentioned; sometimes they were 
based on first hand experiences, in other cases it was hearsay and stereotypes 
based on long told stories and jokes. Some of these stereotypes outlining 
“typical traits” of conduct and cultural characteristics also relate in some 
degree to language-related stereotypes that I will examine in Chapter 8. An-
other interviewee talked in some detail about his friends from Russia who 
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believed tales telling that speaking Russian in L’viv is the same as asking to 
be beaten up by angry nationalists. At the same time he pointed out that his 
relatives and friends from Russia held an image of Ukraine in general as a 
place of romanticism and Cossacks, of “salo, horilka and so on.” They find 
Ukraine interesting as 

something else…they sense Ukraine not as another state but as a different 
cultural space /…/ They sense very clearly now that, “with you everything is 
in a different way, you are different.” But until now they have not accepted 
that it is a different country, that is, they reckon that it was the interests of a 
small group of people who decided to make [the Soviet Union] fall, disunite 
and so on, and that the entire people lives for and hopes that we will be 
united again (PhD student/University teacher in history, b. 1981, March 
2005, in Russian). 

This person would not accept his Russian relatives’ and friends’ conception 
of Ukraine or of the state of affairs in Ukraine and in spite of pointing out 
that they had language and part of history and culture in common, in this 
context people in Russia were portrayed as the outgroup with an ignorant 
and chauvinistic “older brother” mentality. When he retold his Russian 
friends’ conceptions of western Ukraine, he was persistent in talking about 
these as “myths” instead of presenting them as factual relating to stories of 
someone’s actual experiences. Otherwise, the main points were the same as 
those other people told me that they or someone they knew had experienced, 
as exemplified in the discussion between the students above; that you will be 
ignored or treated badly if you speak Russian, or will even receive a “good 
beating” by angry nationalists. He then told me that he had no first-hand 
experience of western Ukraine of his own, as he has not been there. Never-
theless, he talked about his Russians friends’ conceptions of western Ukraine 
as “myths” also because he had another picture of what it is “really like” in 
western Ukraine. He had other friends who have visited that part of the 
country and according to the interviewee “their opinions absolutely 
changed” as they met like-minded persons in western Ukraine. “That is, 
ideas, myths, they are absolutely different from reality. Well, a myth is a 
myth; it cannot be refuted as they say, except perhaps by another myth.” 
Interestingly, with these stories he now took part in (re)producing a myth 
about “our friendly” western Ukraine.   

Another student talked about her previous good experiences with western 
Ukraine, but implied that the atmosphere of “those days” was gone with the 
Orange Revolution, and talked about how these events were seen as having 
divided the country in two. In an interview in March 2005 she recounted her 
first experience with Ukrainian-speakers from western Ukraine when she 
was younger. She was on vacation in Crimea where they “all speak Russian 
with such a Russian accent, just terrible” and there she met western Ukraini-
ans who “just began lia-lia-lia in their own way. I understood nothing. I said 
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‘so-and-so, and I come from Khar’kov.’ They also just looked at me, under-
standing nothing.” She explained at first how they had to speak more slowly 
and then “tuned in” to each other, trying to speak the other language, hence 
accommodating the other group the best they could. It apparently all turned 
out for the best; the encounter was funny and relaxed. Pondering this atmos-
phere of mutual understanding and the lack of teasing for using wrong words 
or expressions, she mentioned first that of course, they were young at the 
time, “almost children” and therefore they felt no “uneasiness.” “We under-
stood each other, well, with difficulty, but we understood. And there were 
none of these people who said ‘Oh, how do you speak Russian? No, that’s 
not correct!’ There was nothing of that.” At the same time, though, appar-
ently she would not say that it was not only their relatively young age that 
made the experience so pleasant, and she then commented upon the past in 
light of the present situation:  

But that was already a long time ago, really. Maybe now it would have been 
completely different, especially after those events [i.e. the Orange Revolu-
tion], when west went up against east, east against west, maybe we would 
have communicated differently, I don’t know. Back then it was peaceful, 
quiet, calm [mirno, tikho, spokoino], everybody loved and understood each 
other (Student, philology, b. 1984, March 2005, in Russian). 

Hence, her idyllic picture of understanding and unity across the linguistic 
divide as well as the east-west divide was modified with references to the 
recent political events that she claimed had split the country. In general I will 
not address the conceptions of western versus eastern Ukraine since I focus 
mainly on the language situation in Kharkiv, but in Chapter 9 I will return to 
this theme to some extent. 

4.3 Cultural hierarchies in the borderland 
The political scientist Stephen Shulman has described how two different 
themes concerning Ukrainian and Russian cultures in Ukraine are discernible 
in Ukrainian debates. On the one hand, there are themes concerning Ukrain-
ian-Russian cultural conflict, on the other hand, there are themes concerning 
cultural harmony. Proponents of the former perspective hold that Ukrainian 
culture is vulnerable and therefore must be kept in some isolation from in-
fluence from Russian culture, thus advocating some measure of “protection-
ism” of Ukrainian culture. The proponents of the latter perspective argue that 
Ukrainian and Russian cultures have interacted for centuries to the benefit of 
both cultures and that not only has this made them similar but also that the 
“weakening of Russian-Ukrainian cultural exchange in the current period 
would be detrimental to both traditions” (Shulman 1998a:291). These two 
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themes were also covered in the material I have analysed.133 Here I will dis-
cuss culture in terms of cultural products; literature, music and contemporary 
mass culture. The following examples will illustrate how people chose the 
angles from which they interpret and retell their experiences and opinions 
that also coincide with their self-conception, and with conceptions of attrac-
tive ingroups and outgroups. This presentation of perceptions linked to lit-
erature and popular culture are interrelated in particular with the fear of cul-
tural loss which will be discussed in Chapter 7 but also language-related 
stereotypes to be discussed in Chapter 8, and thus are meant to form a back-
ground to the subsequent analysis of these issues. 

An important part of contemporary mass culture central to my discussion 
consists of Ukrainian-language music, since this was more accessible to 
many of the interviewees than contemporary Ukrainian-language literature. 
In Kharkiv, this was even more relevant not least because of the hip-hop 
group Tanok na Maidani Kongo (TNMK, Dance on Congo Square) that 
originates from Kharkiv. Despite being Russian-speakers in daily life, they 
perform mainly in Ukrainian, and they play skilfully and humorously with 
the language question and related issues in their lyrics, also using surzhyk 
(cf. Bilaniuk 2005:162-165, 177). This group is well-known among youth in 
Kharkiv and when they played a concert outdoors on 21 August 2004, they 
gathered quite a crowd. The impact of the stage show on the audience was 
tangible when the chorus from one of TNMK’s songs, Ivo Bobul134, was re-
made into a chorus about misto Kharkiv (the city of Kharkiv, in Ukrainian) 
and the crowd happily took part in singing the city’s praise in Ukrainian. 
Another interesting observation was how, in this case, Ukrainian-language 
hip-hop made Ukrainian youth culture part of something bigger, a global 
youth culture, manifested among others through clothing and dance moves 
but at the same time profoundly Ukrainian and local in musical influences, 
lyrics in Ukrainian and, on this specific occasion, references to Kharkiv. 
This is clearly one of the strengths of music; it is more immediate and travels 
more readily than literature. As I will return to later, this was something 
many interviewees of the younger generation stressed. This was also illus-
trated with the western Ukrainian pop singer Ruslana’s victory in the Euro-
pean Song Contest (ESC) in May 2004 which brought instant recognition of 
Ukraine throughout Europe and gave Ukraine the opportunity to prove itself 
“part of Europe” musically and culturally, also through hosting the 2005 
ESC, even marking the 50th anniversary of Eurovision. It was symptomatic 
that when Ukrainian contemporary mass culture was discussed, interviewees 
would talk about music. They discussed the best-known contemporary pop 
                               
133 Parts of the following sections draw upon Sövik (2006a) and Søvik (2006b). 
134 Incidentally, the song is about the need of a super-hero, someone to support and unite the 
country. Although a very funny song, the first line asking what kind of country it is, if it does 
not have a hero, reminds of this as a recurring theme. See discussion in Chapter 9 and espe-
cially footnote 195 on Tartak’s lyrics on the lack of heroes in Ukraine.  
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and rock groups that primarily sing in Ukrainian, such as Vopli Vidopliass-
ova (VV), Okean El’zy, Tartak and TNMK, and whether they liked this kind 
of music or not, they would at least be familiar with these names.135 When 
asked about Ukrainian-language literature, on the other hand, many could 
hardly name even the best-known contemporary writers such as Iurii 
Andrukhovych and Oksana Zabuzhko136, and they had certainly not read 
them – perhaps not surprisingly, given that books by these and other Ukrain-
ian-language authors, and books in Ukrainian in general, were hard to come 
by in Kharkiv.137

4.3.1 A common culture divided by new boundaries 
Since certain of the interviewees apparently experienced a lack of contempo-
rary Ukrainian cultural idols, some of them would go back in time in order to 
elucidate where it went wrong. In the following quotation the idea of a 
common eastern Slavic culture was outlined, how this also benefited 
Ukrainians, as they could take pride in the “greatest writers of the world” 
even though they were Russian. 

So, I can say one more thing, when we talk about national heroes. So, when 
we were together, in the Russian Empire or in the Soviet Union, then it was 
like it was one great eastern Slavic culture. And we could be proud. So we 
come from Ukraine, we are Ukrainians, our culture, our heroes, even if there 
are few of them, they are a constituent part of such a great eastern Slavic cul-
ture…And when we were separated, then it was a vacuum because there were 
only detached local heroes and a detached local culture /…/ Let’s take, say, 
that Russian culture, if we talk about literature, the three greatest writers in 
the world – who are they? Well, prose writers – that is Balzac, Dostoevsky, 

                               
135 Perhaps thanks to music channels on TV such as M1 (a channel similar to MTV) which 
plays quite a lot of Ukrainian music. One observation I made on 24 August 2004 – Ukraine’s 
Independence Day – is interesting in this connection. Throughout the day M1 played music by 
Ukrainian artists (not necessarily in the Ukrainian language though), the studio and the hosts 
were decorated according to “Ukrainian traditions”, and their guests, Ukrainian artists, were 
invited to talk about their conception of independence and to sing the national anthem. They 
even touched upon the language issue at some occasions. It was nevertheless interesting to see 
this display of “nationalism” on a mainstream MTV-kind of youth channel, which in many 
other countries would never have happened – and if it had occurred would be seen as deeply 
ironic. Irony, however, was not the main issue here as I perceived M1’s celebration of Inde-
pendence Day in 2004.    
136 Both these authors had their names associated with “literary scandals” during the 1990s 
due to the themes they have written on, challenging social and literary norms (Shkandrij 
2002), so if the students had heard about them, they would refer to these issues rather than 
actually being familiar with their works.  
137 Cultural policies in post-Soviet Ukraine are beyond the scope of this dissertation. In addi-
tion to the lack of coherent state politics in this area, one often mentioned problem with refer-
ence to publishing at least, concerns the issue of tax on books published in Ukraine which has 
made them more expensive in contrast to books published in Russia, thus making the import 
of books from Russia more economic than selling domestically published books (Hrytsenko 
2001). 
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Lev Tolstoy. Of the three greatest, two are Russian. /…/ That is, of the prose 
writers, the two greatest are Russians. When we were together, they were 
ours, you see? And we could be proud, and we said “Yes, Dostoevsky, Tol-
stoy, the two greatest of three, that is our culture, yes…” Ours too. We, even 
though we live in Ukraine, we are also eastern Slavs, you see? We could take 
pride in that… (University teacher in history, b. 1963, October 2003, in Rus-
sian). 

Thus, the new state boundaries were perceived of as not only separating the 
two states or the two nations but also dividing a common eastern Slavic cul-
ture into a great Russian culture and a “detached local one”, that is, a 
Ukrainian culture. With this boundary one has been deprived of one’s former 
heroes and a culture one could be proud of, and left with something that is 
perceived only as second best. Claiming to be part of a common eastern 
Slavic culture may thus be a way of granting oneself access to an attractive 
cultural sphere that would otherwise be closed. As a “Ukrainian” one does 
not have access to Russian literary icons, but as an “eastern Slav” this access 
is granted since Ukrainians and Russians then form part of the same culture. 
Why one may not be content, so to speak, with Ukrainian national culture 
was explained later by again juxtaposing the “normal-level” Ukrainian cul-
ture with the “higher-level” Russian; “Here in Ukraine we also have good 
playwrights, writers, poets, composers. But firstly, there are fewer of them 
and secondly, they are not as good as the Russians. And already here we lose 
like a constituent part of a common culture” (ibid). Thus, being left with 
Ukrainian writers and poets leaves one with the second-best part of a “great 
common culture”. Before, Russians and Ukrainians were perceived as part of 
the same culture, Russian heroes or writers were in some sense Ukrainian 
too; they were all “ours”. Now Russian culture has become someone else’s 
culture, and is not so easily defined as “ours” from the Ukrainian side of the 
(cultural) boundary.  

4.3.2 Disputing the existence of Ukrainian popular culture 
Returning to present-day Ukraine, the discussion concerned to what degree a 
contemporary Ukrainian popular culture exists and how it measures up to its 
Russian counterpart. When discussing literature and the difference between 
writing for a Russian-language and a Ukrainian-language market, another 
interviewee used a sports analogy, to make his point more clear, perhaps 
inspired by the ongoing Olympic Games: 

We have to consider one more fact: the Russian culture is on such an elevated 
level, so that for many talented people it was easier to start in a new field, 
rather than competing with the Russians /.../ If you want to win in any kind of 
sport, make up a [new] kind of sport and in that way you become the title-
holder. (Journalist, b. 1966, August 2004, in Russian). 
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Here, he thus asserted how a common Russian culture may be found on a 
different level than a national Ukrainian one, i.e. that one “limits” oneself by 
focusing on Ukrainian culture. On the other hand, this limitation inherent to 
Ukrainian culture may also be considered a solution for persons who might 
be talented, but who are not talented enough to compete with the best, con-
ceiving of Russian culture as so superior that even the talented have difficul-
ties attaining that level. The alternative would be to become a big fish in a 
small pond – a Ukrainian classic. Curiously, as an example he mentioned 
that Mykola Khvyl’ovyi (see footnote 84) was originally named Fitilov – 
“definitely Russian.” Like the person previously quoted, the interviewee 
established a hierarchy of literature and culture, with Russian culture ranked 
higher than the local Ukrainian.138 What was interesting in this particular 
case was that even artists performing in Ukrainian who the interviewee rec-
ognised as both talented and successful were still not constructed as both 
successful and Ukrainian artists. For instance, the “Ukrainianness” of Oleh 
Skrypka, the singer of VV, was dismissed by pointing out that he is “really” a 
Russian, and born in Turkmenistan even – hence, it would not be correct to 
perceive of him as a successful Ukrainian artist. The international success of 
Ruslana, who had won the ESC just a few months previously (and who could 
hardly be turned into a “Russian”) was dismissed on the grounds that the 
ESC had not really produced much of interest. As the interviewee held; “I 
am not against Ruslana and, even more so, I am not against her success. But 
it is necessary to remember that the ‘Eurovision’ has given the music scene 
of the world only three names. That was ABBA, Céline Dion and someone 
else. And it has existed for 50 years already …” From such a perspective, 
Ukrainian literature, arts and culture – including language – will not be con-
sidered as potential resources; on the contrary, they become a substitute for 
what is so to speak top of the line, i.e., Russian literature and culture.139

                               
138 It should be noted that arguments linked to a counter narrative were presented by other 
interviewees claiming that those who talk this way are simply ignorant people and that they 
are not aware of what Ukrainian culture and literature really have to offer.  
139 This is not a new idea. A colourful, albeit somewhat anachronistic (cf. Potulnytskyi 1998) 
articulation of similar ideas can be found in Count Nikolai Trubetskoi’s (1991 [1927]) discus-
sion of “The Ukrainian Question.”  Trubetskoi (1890-1935) was not only a prominent mem-
ber of the Prague School but also of the Eurasianists, a Russian political diaspora movement 
which combined Slavophile ideas with a belief in a new culture that would unite Europe and 
Asia. Certainly, Trubetskoi went far in his ideas about how those advocating a national 
Ukrainian culture were but fanatics without talent, and regional chauvinists, putting up 
boundaries in order to protect themselves from competition. Instead Trubetskoi underlined the 
beneficial impact Ukrainian culture had on Russian (Muscovite) culture during tsarist times, 
and that the all-Russian culture is exactly that, in the sense that it encompasses both Ukraini-
ans and Russians. Thus, one cannot claim that Ukrainian culture was “Russified”, according 
to Trubetskoi; rather the contrary happened – and both cultures benefited from this: Russian 
culture was “Europeanised” through Ukrainian culture, while Ukrainian culture became part 
of the Russian metropolitan culture instead of staying “provincial” in a European context. 
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The issue of competition was a theme that was discussed on several occa-
sions – and apparently, an argument was that working within Ukrainian-
(language) literature and culture is a way of “hiding” that one is not really 
talented. And if one is talented enough, there is only one place to go: to Rus-
sia. This issue was discussed when some of the students talked about artists 
performing in Ukrainian. They also mentioned that a large part of artists 
performing pop-music go to Russia and become recognised as “Russian” 
artists, and that this leaves Ukraine with not so much of interest. Yet, as the 
student cited below also implied, these not-so-good artists are nevertheless 
“ours”, while those in Russia are not – hence recognising the new boundaries 
distinguishing “us” from “them”. 

I also find all kinds of American [groups] interesting. But in general it is 
Russian popular music [estrada], naturally, I listen to all. And ours… Well, I 
– you know, maybe my parents have somehow…influenced [me]. My parents 
absolutely do not recognize [sovershenno ne priznaiut] Ukrainian popular 
music. So, as my mother says, Ukrainian popular music does not exist. That 
is, even if some broke loose [vyryvalsia], they very quickly would go to Rus-
sia. That is, they cannot realise themselves [samorealizovat’sia], they quickly 
go to Russia and are commercially promoted [raskruchivaiutsia] there. And 
then, if they’d already make it there, then the entire world knows them. And 
here we have these so-so… (Student, philology, b. 1984, March 2005, in 
Russian). 

Hence, the question on culture and language, talent and “cultural value” is an 
intricate one, bound up with issues of ideology and identity. Many of the 
students were very enthusiastic about Ruslana (also before her winning the 
ESC), VV and other bands singing in Ukrainian, such as Okean El’zy (cf. 
Sövik 2006a), also claiming that they were listened to by the “entire world”, 
finding “national pride” and support for their feeling of “Ukrainianness” in 
contemporary Ukrainian music. This may easily go along with the forging of 
not only a national identity but also of a national image, a theme I will dis-
cuss further in Chapter 9. A PhD student in history (b. 1981) told me in the 
same vein about how he was open to exploring contemporary Ukrainian 
literature and music (also discussed in Ch. 5), finding equivalents in Ukrain-
ian contemporary culture to international household names; in Serhii Zha-
dan’s writings he saw Quentin Tarantino or Guy Ritchie.140 Interestingly, in 
this case different frames of references were put up as Ukrainian literature 
was positively compared with Anglo-American mass culture, not just dis-
cussing Ukrainian literature or music in comparison with Russian counter-
parts. He could thus make contemporary Ukrainian literature relevant in an 
international context (similar to how others would see Ukrainian contempo-
rary music as relevant in an international context), in stark contrast to one of 
                               
140 Serhii Zhadan (b. 1974) is a poet and prose writer who writes in Ukrainian. Originally he is 
from the more eastern Luhans’k oblast’ but he lives in Kharkiv.  
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the interviewees cited above, talking about the “local, detached Ukrainian 
culture”, seeing the (previously common) Russian culture as the only rele-
vant one internationally – and the only one to which one might compare 
Ukrainian. Not only the older generation expressed ideas about the interna-
tionality and universality of Russian literature and the provinciality of 
Ukrainian literature; also some of the younger interviewees expressed a 
rather negative attitude both to classical and contemporary Ukrainian litera-
ture, as in the following example where Russian literature was also con-
structed as the bearer of universal themes in contrast to Ukrainian literature. 

Honestly, Ukrainian literature has never been of interest to me; in fact, I don’t 
like it. You know what I don’t like about it? All the authors write the same 
thing over again. They have this one theme, which is [in Ukrainian]: Ukrain-
ian village, landlords, peasants, masters. And that’s it. Well, somewhere 
there’s love between them, between the landlord and his workers and so on. 
That is poetry, prose, it is all on this single theme. Contemporary…well, 
who? Zhadan, Andrukhovych – those are the ones I’ve encountered, I have 
seen their articles, works. Well, it is the same pulp fiction [bul’varshchina], 
that is, I see nothing of beauty in it. I don’t know. I read Russian [books] and 
I like it, love it, and I’ll continue. And those [Ukrainian books]…I read some 
of them in school, and here at the university I have read some. Well, there 
was something interesting about the war, interesting stories, but you can find 
those same stories in Russian literature and read about both Ukraine and Rus-
sia, about universal [vsemirnyie] problems, problems of all peoples and so on 
(Student, philology, b. 1984, March 2005, in Russian). 

Some of the students mentioned one specific pop-cultural phenomenon per-
haps as an appropriate symbol of their own mixed identities, namely Verka 
Serdiuchka, a personality created by the entertainer Andrii Danylko. The 
Serdiuchka character was originally modelled on the image of a train con-
ductor, having her own talk show (Bilaniuk 2005:165-171). Serdiuchka usu-
ally dresses extravagantly, with loads of glitter and make up, or she may be 
dressed in costumes modelled on Ukrainian national costumes (see 
www.serduchka.com). Serdiuchka has been received ambivalently in 
Ukraine, and for those in Ukraine who dislike her, the character is accused of 
representing “Ukrainianness” in a simplistic and mocking way – portraying 
Ukrainians as the peasants the Russians expect them to be. In such interpre-
tations, Serdiuchka represents mostly negative traits which rest on stereo-
types of Ukrainians connected with “provinciality.” Bilaniuk (2005) explains 
in more detail how this character has been received, going from praise to 
more ambivalent attitudes over the years. Yet, one may take an approach to 
this character which focuses on the positive by looking at 
Danylko/Serdiuchka as innovative in playing with stereotypes and preju-
dices. One of the students held that s/he is a figure that people in Russia are 
envious about because Serdiuchka is proof that “the Ukrainians can distin-
guish themselves, invent such an image, play in this way; in Russia, there is 
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no one like this” (student, pharmacology, b. 1980, October 2003, in Rus-
sian).141 Thus, for some in Ukraine the hybridity and playfulness represented 
by Danylko as Verka Serdiuchka, crossing genders, languages, and low-high 
culture, may be held as positive features sprung out of a specific Ukrainian 
setting, which is not “purely” Ukrainian. Moreover, this relates to a discus-
sion which I will return to in Chapter 9, about creating a positive image of 
Ukraine by being exceptional or distinct; here Danylko represented this ex-
ceptionality, not being mainstream like the “Russian estrada” was consid-
ered to be. 

4.4 Language, culture and history: Two versions of 
continuity 

I have argued elsewhere (Søvik 2006b) that these different conceptions of 
the borderland and its implications for perceptions of cultural hierarchies and 
language-related stereotypes also may be linked to a notion of two versions 
of continuity. The way some of the interviewees talked about the Russian 
language revealed the area’s mixed identities and complex historical legacy. 

…if [we are] to talk about it theoretically, then one country – one language, 
theoretically it is very attractive, that is, there is one country, there is the 
Ukrainian nation and one language. Theoretically it is very nice but in prac-
tice [here] this would be like going against historical traditions /…/ And his-
torically it was so that in Ukraine from the beginning there was never any one 
Ukrainian language. From the beginning both Russian and Ukrainian lan-
guages were used just as much at the same time and in the same way, it has 
always been like that, all the time. And it ends up so, that in the end, the 
Ukrainianisation that people are talking about, the authorities’ Ukrainianisa-
tion, it goes against historical traditions, that is, contradicts historical tradi-
tions (University teacher in history, b. 1963, October 2003, in Russian). 

A theme related to “historical naturalness” was not unusual, and according to 
this account, attempts to promote the wider use of Ukrainian are unnatural, 
in the sense that no measures should be taken to artificially influence the 
current language situation (cf. head of oblast’ administration Sydorenko’s 
comment above). Any active measures in language policies were portrayed 
as a betrayal of history or as contradicting the objective logic of historical 
development. It was also seen as politics carried out in the interests of the 
                               
141 Talking about being envious, in an interview Danylko is quoted as saying that in Ukraine 
people are envious of him for breaking through in Russia. Here, the difference between Rus-
sia and Ukraine is underlined once again with his comment that “[i]t is one thing to be popular 
in Ukraine. It is something completely different to be popular here [in Russia]” (Amel’kina 
2004). Judging from this interview, Danylko himself seems not too enthusiastic about being a 
“Ukrainian” but is rather pleased with the opportunity to take part in, or be part of, the Rus-
sian cultural scene, not least since he is not well seen in Ukraine, according to himself.     
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authorities and conducted against the people, also opposing the legitimacy of 
the central authorities’ argument concerning correspondence between ethnic-
ity and language usage as an underlying principle for language policies. The 
practical implications of this person’s opposition to “Ukrainianisation” may 
amount to resistance to a possible interruption of a status quo where the Rus-
sian language is the most widely used language in most spheres in Kharkiv. 
This theme will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 7 where it will be 
analysed in relation to talk about the issues of bilingualism, language rights 
and discrimination. 

Many of the interviewees described the Russian language as a part of the 
borderland they had grown up in, and in this territory it has multiple func-
tions. It serves as a language of everyday interaction, and to a large degree it 
constitutes an element of strong local identity. For some, it also included a 
notion of continuity, connecting them to the Soviet era or a common east 
Slavic culture (as discussed above). For others, the Russian language creates 
continuity with one’s family, one’s personal history and one’s geographical 
place of origin. This continuity has both a historical and a spatial aspect, and 
may explain some person’s resistance to the concept of a Ukrainian national 
idea. They thus resist a break in continuity – which extends to resisting the 
new boundaries, which break earlier territorial and cultural continuity – 
rather than adopting an alternative version of Ukrainian continuity. The 
younger generation seemed to be more disposed to formulate and accept an 
alternative, Ukrainian version of continuity. This concept of continuity also 
creates links to ancestors, historical territory and the nation, but treats the 
Soviet period as a break in continuity. Accordingly, not everybody considers 
the Soviet period as “ours”; nor can the Russian language be perceived as 
“ours” in the same sense that the Ukrainian language is, as will be discussed 
further in both Chapter 7 and Chapter 9. Consequently, the Ukrainian lan-
guage may function as a representation of the independent Ukrainian nation 
and state, similar to how it was presented in part of the arguments that were 
mentioned in Chapter 3. 

Discussions on a common east Slavic culture have their counterpart in 
concerns about how to find a “common Ukrainian culture” which may ap-
peal to “all Ukrainians”. The expression having “a common language” illus-
trates how both language and identity are related to the demand for a com-
mon culture and common values which can be shared by all Ukrainians. The 
difficulty of defining a common culture, however, can be illustrated by the 
fact that many of the interviewees were unclear as to precisely what 
“Ukrainian” culture was, and how it should be distinguished from Russian 
culture. Ukrainian history is, likewise, still a contested subject (cf. Wilson 
1998a, Hrytsak 2000, Pivneva 2001, Janmaat 2002). The difficulties in de-
fining Ukrainian culture and Ukrainian history, especially recent history, are 
interlinked. As one interviewee put it, the “ideological opposition” of people 
in eastern Ukraine to people in western Ukraine derives from 
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completely different systems of values and priorities. Their heroes are from 
1918, from 1941-42, that is, our enemies, traitors /../ our heroes are their 
enemies. So, here it is very difficult to find a “common language”. How is it 
possible, after [only] 10 years, to establish a system of ideals that may ac-
commodate all? (University teacher in history, b. 1963, October 2003, in 
Russian). 

Recent history is only the most hotly debated period.142 There are disagree-
ments about older history, as well. The same person offered more examples 
of historical figures he felt were unsuitable as national heroes. These in-
cluded Hetman Ivan Mazepa, who currently appears on the 10-hryvnia bills. 
As mentioned in Chapter 3, Mazepa fought on the side of the Swedish king 
Charles the XII against Tsar Peter, thus becoming what the interviewee 
termed – looking “objectively at the facts” – a “triple traitor” and, hence, 
highly inappropriate to Ukrainian money.143

4.4.1 The generational issue and the role of the educational 
system 

Much focus in the analysis is on the talk of young people. I believe that ex-
amining the views of this particular age group, the first generation to go 
through school in an independent Ukraine, can be a way of investigating 
changes in contemporary Ukraine (cf. Boldetskaia 1996, Olsson and 
Havrylyuk Narvselius 2003). Hence, a focus on young people is of course of 
particular interest because they have lived in a time of great changes in soci-
                               
142 See Peter Rodgers (2006b) on representations of western Ukraine in the eastern parts of the 
country. The westernmost parts of contemporary Ukraine were incorporated in the UkrSSR 
only with the beginning of World War II. During the war some groups of western Ukrainians 
collaborated with Nazi Germany for the sake of an independent Ukraine, or fought both the 
Soviet Union and Nazi Germany. Also, after the war there was significant resistance to the 
Soviet regime with underground partisan movements fighting until the beginning of the 
1950s. The persons who in some circles were celebrated for fighting for the liberation of 
Ukraine were accused by the Soviet power of being traitors of the Soviet people and enemies 
of the Soviet Union. After 1991 in Ukraine interpretations regarding events related to the 
Second World War have been changing, to some degree former “traitors” have been rehabili-
tated as “heroes”. This is not an entirely common accepted version of history, and the debate 
and polemics continue (cf. Marples 2005). 
143 This is a reference also to A. S. Pushkin’s poem “Poltava” (1828-29) which became para-
digmatic of the view on the battle of Poltava in Soviet historiography where the battle was 
regarded as a military triumph against Europe. In Pushkin’s poem Ukrainian separatism was 
portrayed as a betrayal and Mazepa was described as “vengeful, cunning, and treacherous”, 
and he was constructed as an “operatic, semi-Asiatic figure, in contrast to the Europeanized, 
‘rational’ Peter” according to Shkandrij (2001:102). The controversy around this historical 
event is also evident in that the 2001 Ukrainian film A prayer for Hetman Mazepa was not 
well received in Russia, in part because of its very negative portrayal of Tsar Peter, but the 
Russian Cultural Ministry also stated that the film was “anti-Russian” turning the “known 
history of Russian-Ukrainian relations on its head” (see “In Ukraine, a Film’s Hazy History 
Lesson”). Thus, the disagreement about a figure like Hetman Mazepa also illustrates the clash 
of the two grand narratives, the “imperial Russian” and “national Ukrainian”. 
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ety. They were all born in and lived the first years under one specific politi-
cal and ideological regime, in one type of state formation, the Soviet Union. 
In the second part of their life all this been altered, both the political system 
and the state they are supposed to be loyal to or identify with have changed 
fundamentally.144 Since these changes are perceived to have an impact on 
their future as well as the present, young people may in many ways be more 
perceptive to and influenced by such changes than their parents or grandpar-
ents (cf. Ch. 6 and the discussion of incentives with respect to language 
management and practices). Also, Jenny Cheshire  (2002:19) holds that the 
language usage of young people is more interesting from a point of view of 
how people use language to reveal personal and social identities “since older 
people are more likely to have reached ‘where they are going’ in life”. 

The educational system is important because this is where “official ideol-
ogy” is disseminated to new generations145, and partly, the outcome can be 
traced in some of the interviews I will analyse in the subsequent chapters. 
Attention should be given to schools or the educational system in general as 
Edwards points out, because schools are 

a powerful and visible instrument of the state and one expects that officially 
sanctioned practices will be reflected in its curriculum and policies /.../ 
Schools and teachers have increasingly, in fact, played the role of agents of 
social change (Edwards 1994:11). 

This role of the educational system was observed by Wanner in her research 
too. She wrote that by “targeting education for reform, political leaders capi-
talize on the potential of schools to articulate and instill new norms of cul-
tural and social behaviour. The vast state-sponsored effort to ukrainianize 
public education aims to redefine nationality as based not solely on resi-
dency and citizenship but on cultural factors as well” (Wanner 1998:80). 
This is related to the role of the post-Soviet nation-building efforts and how 
this has been carried out in the educational system. Clearly, schools play a 
vital role in transmitting values, socialising coming generations into a na-
tional community, teaching a curriculum that tells a certain part of the story, 

                               
144 This might seem a bit exaggerated since some of the students that were interviewed for this 
study were only 5 years old when the Soviet Union broke down, but on the other hand they 
have been exposed to ideas and attitudes expressed by their parents, older siblings or other 
relatives. Thus, their views on what has been going on and what is going on in contemporary 
Ukraine may still in some part be formed by experiences originating in the Soviet period. 
145 The national doctrine of development of education of Ukraine in the XXI century states the 
following under the headline “National character of education”: “Education is directed to the 
realization of the Ukrainian national idea in life. It is subordinate to consolidation of the 
Ukrainians in the Ukrainian political nation, which aspires to live in commonwealth (sic) with 
all peoples and states of the world. The education brings up the citizen and patriot of Ukraine, 
imparts love to the Ukrainian language and culture, respect for national traditions.” Hence, in 
this document it is spelled out in what way one envisages the role of the educational system in 
socialising new generations of Ukrainians. 
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supporting a specific historiography (Janmaat 2000, 2002, Popson 2001, 
Fesiak 2002).146 Popson (2001:327) found that the fifth-grade history text-
book she examined reflected “a version of history, nation, and citizenship 
which has come to dominate elite circles. Contestation over this version of 
history remains, as do ambiguities. Despite this, it portrays an inclusive 
sense of ‘nation’ which transcends ethnicity but remains strongly rooted in 
the culture and history of the dominant group”. Further she holds that the 
“subtext of Opovidannia [history textbook] also carefully plants the seeds of 
understanding for young Ukrainian citizens of their place in society and the 
role expected of them /…/ it does send the message that the pupils are all 
members of the Ukrainian nation, and that the value system they must up-
hold rests on the foundations of Ukrainian culture and language as an over-
arching identity. It also portrays the positive characteristics of society – de-
mocracy and rule of law – and members of society – honesty, wisdom, cour-
age, love of learning and of culture, and above all, love of the nation” 
(ibid:343). A study by Iryna Bekeshkina (2000 [1997]:178) shows that there 
was a heightened interest among Ukrainian adolescents in “the history of 
their families and their immediate localities”, pointing to this as reflecting 
“the renaissance of society’s interest in these matters and people’s attempts 
to seek their family’s roots.” She also points out that “examining history 
from a fresh and liberated perspective is particularly attractive to the younger 
generation”, and that the pupils in her study agreed to the statement that his-
tory “shows the background of the present way of life and explains today’s 
problems”.147 Hence, the historiography that is presented in school will have 
an impact on how today’s problems are framed and interpreted. This is par-
ticularly relevant with respect to how the relation between Ukraine and Rus-
sia, and Ukrainians and Russians are presented. 

The status of Ukrainian as the only state language and as the “national 
language” of Ukrainians is reflected in school curriculum. One illuminating 
example is the following quotation from an introduction called “The state 
language of Ukraine” in a textbook in Ukrainian for 5th graders with Russian 

                               
146 However, as Peter Rodger’s research has shown, some regions in Ukraine, Kharkiv in-
cluded, are presenting a historiography differing somewhat from the state-sanctioned one in 
the new subject (from 1991) called heohrafiia ridnoho kraiu, where students learn the geog-
raphy of their home region. There may thus be some important regional differences as to how 
certain subjects that are related to the language issue are presented in school. Popson (2001) 
also points out that interest in history as a subject may be dropping from the first period of 
independence.  
147 Cf. Bekeshkina (2000 [1997]:177), again with reference to the controversy surrounding 
Mazepa, writing that the “process of historical reinterpretation was particularly intensified 
when Ukraine became an independent state. The history of the USSR, which had been taught 
in schools, was really the history of the Russian Empire and represented the history of the 
national republics from a pro-Russian point of view. For example, Hetman Mazepa, a Ukrain-
ian who tried to liberate Ukraine from the control of the Russian Empire, was treated by 
Soviet history as ‘a traitor’. Today, however, Hetman Mazepa is one of the main persons in 
the pantheon of national heroes.” 
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as language of instruction. Here, a perspective holding that the “language is 
the soul of the people” and that this language represents both part of heritage 
and the future of the Ukrainian people [narod] is clearly laid out in the text, 
but it is also emphasised that it is the sacred duty [sviashchennii oboviazok] 
of everybody in Ukraine to learn the language.  

A language is the voice of the people, it is its soul. For the Ukrainian people, 
the native language is past, present and future. To master, to learn the Ukrain-
ian language is the sacred duty of everyone who was born in and lives in 
Ukraine. We have adopted a law on languages that recognises the Ukrainian 
language as the state [language], which is learnt by everyone who lives in 
Ukraine (Beliaev et al. 1996:4). 

The message about the unique position of the Ukrainian language in Ukraine 
may thus have gone across to all children, also when attending Russian-
language schools. This also corresponds to Popson’s analysis of the history 
textbook for the same age group where the “emphasis on Ukrainian people, 
culture, and language is set within a territorial understanding of the bounda-
ries of Ukraine” (Popson 2001:340-341). The excerpt above also gives an 
impression of this somewhat “double message”, similar to other compromise 
formulas, such as in the 1996 Constitution (cf. Arel 2002b) where both the 
“ethnic” and the “civic” definitions of the nation are emphasised at the same 
time. In that way both the Ukrainian people (ethnic group) and all the people 
who live in Ukraine (citizenry) are called upon to “master the Ukrainian 
language” as part of a common “sacred duty”; this is not restricted to persons 
of Ukrainian ethnic background. Popson (2001:432) holds that in the text-
book she examined, the concept of the nation “is conflicted, lying some-
where between an ethnic and civic understanding of the concept nation: it 
accepts all nationalities as citizens, but at the same time stresses the impor-
tance of Ukrainian history, Ukrainian language, and Ukrainian culture”. This 
was illustrated in a quote from this textbook conveying a message corre-
sponding to the one cited above: 

Is it conceivable that in such large cities as Chernihiv, Kharkiv, Mikolayiv, 
and Donetsk Ukrainian words fly from the lips of only isolated passers-by, 
and that children learn in languages other than their native tongue? To live in 
Ukraine and not know its language is inappropriate. Without native language 
there is no history, no culture, no future (Opovidannia z Istorii Ukrainy, cited 
in Popson 2001:340). 

Hence, even though some of the interviewees in this study are predominantly 
Russian-speaking and have only been instructed in Russian, they may never-
theless have encountered ideas about the significance of the Ukrainian lan-
guage not only for those who consider they are ethnic Ukrainians, but for all 
those who were born and live in Ukraine. Of course, this does not mean that 
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they have all accepted this message, but it may all the same have made an 
impact. 

An illuminating example of how I encountered the potential impact of 
school curriculum during fieldwork occurred when a group of students near-
recited lines from Mykola Kulish’ 1929 play Myna Mazailo.148 At the end of 
the group interview, one of the students said that “I like Ukrainian better, it 
is softer, more beautiful. For one word one can find so many synonyms. In 
Russian there is ‘to speak’ [govorit’], ‘to talk’ [razgovarivat’], but in Ukrain-
ian there are twenty synonyms: …rozmovliaty, balakaty, kazaty, ho-
voryty,…” (student, architecture, b. 1985-86, October 2003, in Russian). In 
the last part of her statement she was joined by some of her classmates in 
finding synonyms, but only that same night at the theatre I realised that they 
were actually (consciously or not) more or less reciting the character Mokii 
from Kulish’ play: “and how it [the Ukrainian language] is poetic, melodi-
ous, so rich…to the one word ‘talk’ [hovoryty] there are a full thirty nuances: 
hovoryty, kazaty, movyty, balakaty, homonity, hutoryty, …” (Kulish 2002 
[1929]:109). Additionally, it should be mentioned that when this play is 
staged in Kharkiv today it is promoted as a “comedy that was forbidden for 
more than half a century.”149 Thus, it may be appealing to the younger gen-
eration by being part of the restoration of previously suppressed parts of 
Ukrainian culture, literature, history and language. The ironic view Kulish 
had of his contemporaries may now be somewhat lost on today’s youth if 
they take it “too seriously”, as the quotation above might be an instance of. 
Yet, this is the first generation that is allowed to study this play in school and 
in that sense the play represents an example of changes that have occurred in 
Ukrainian schools since the demise of the Soviet Union, and how this may 
be received among a new generation of Ukrainians. Regarding the current 
literature programme in Ukrainian schools Janmaat (2000:103-104) main-
tains that it “reveals that the proposed subject matter was much less politi-
cized and covered a wider range of themes than that of the Soviet program, 
especially concerning literature from the 20th century. Thus, many works 
discus topics like the beauty of nature, country life, good and bad character 
traits, human yearnings, the raising of children, love, the passing of time, and 
other themes that have no specific ideological or nationalizing content.” He 
concludes that “modern Ukrainian literature teaching has been far less modi-
fied than modern Ukrainian history teaching in post-Soviet Ukraine. This is 
an indication that policies of nation-building are not consistent in all fields of 
state activity” (ibid:107). 

                               
148 This play is often attended by school classes as part of the curriculum. Both times I saw the 
play, in October 2003 and in March 2005, the audience was dominated by school classes. For 
more detailed discussions of the sociolinguistic features of this play see Bilaniuk (2005:82-84, 
124-125). See also Sövik (2006a). 
149 According to information on the web page of the Theatre of Ukrainian Drama im. T. H. 
Shevchenko, the play was staged again in 1989. 
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This chapter has provided an introduction to a general background of the 
Kharkiv language situation, focusing on interpretations and perceptions of 
historiography and cultural hierarchies. In the following I will turn to the 
main theme of the dissertation; language policy – language practices, lan-
guage beliefs and language management – and motivation in language policy 
in the specific language situation found in Kharkiv. 
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5 Attitudes to regulations and language 
practices in public domains 

In this chapter I will provide an overview of the Kharkiv language situation 
based on material from interviews and the questionnaire. Hence, this is not 
an attempt to give a full and “accurate” depiction of this language situation 
but one that will serve as a background for and frame of the subsequent 
analysis. I will discuss attitudes to language regulations, to the question con-
cerning one or two state languages, and reports of language practices in cer-
tain official domains. This discussion also relates to support of language 
regulations as an indication of value orientations in terms of support of or 
resistance to change. Relying on material from the interviews I will also 
discuss the question of whether people agree with the rationale behind lan-
guage regulations and on which grounds people may be positive or negative 
towards these regulations. This is especially related to the concrete question 
of whether there should be one or two state languages in Ukraine. Further-
more, I will discuss the issue of how changes are perceived and how this 
may indicate what people expect or wish for the future to bring. This aspect 
also includes descriptions of the current language situation as well as percep-
tions of whether changes have occurred and, in that case, what direction 
changes have taken. 

5.1 Language regulations 
In Chapter 2 I defined language regulations as the actual measures taken to 
regulate a language situation. Language regulations thus concern how people 
are influenced to use one or the other language in certain situations, contexts 
or domains, and how language situations are regulated by legal measures. As 
mentioned, current language policies in Ukraine focus on Ukrainian as the 
only state language. So far the lack of implementation has been criticised by 
“supporters of radical Ukrainianization” (Stepanenko 2003:126) and at the 
same time condemnation of “forced Ukrainianisation” has been put forward 
by others, as discussed above. In the context of this case, a wider use of the 
Ukrainian language is associated with changes, whereas use of the Russian 
language is related to preserving status quo. Despite talk about forced 
Ukrainianisation, also among some of the interviewees, actual pressure on 
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people in Kharkiv to change their language use towards Ukrainian seems to 
be rather gentle (or close to non-existent as other interviewees claimed). I 
will therefore focus on attitudes towards language management as executed 
by the authorities, and the question of where responsibility should be placed, 
how respondents and interviewees perceived language regulations and the 
thoughts they expressed on how languages are or should be regulated by the 
state. On the one hand, some people demanded more support for the Ukrain-
ian language as the state language. On the other hand, others demanded that 
Russian should become a second state language entailing the same rights as 
the Ukrainian language, given that they see this as the de facto situation. For 
instance, one of the student answered in the following way to a question 
whether Russian ought to become second state language: “In my opinion, 
here it is already like that [Russian is the second state language], it is just not 
officially recognised, but among the people it is already that way” (Student, 
architecture, b. 1985-86, October 2003, in Russian). Consequently, some 
people argued that it is better to comply with the actual situation than fight it, 
especially in view of the fact that using the Russian language is regarded as 
the “natural state of affairs” in parts of the country – at least according to one 
interpretation of historical events, emphasising that the Russian language has 
been voluntarily adopted “and is therefore not a ‘foreign’ language in 
Ukraine” (Kuzio 2006:423). In Chapter 2 I also discussed how language 
regulations may relate both to preservation of and change in power relations 
in society and, of course, attitudes to language regulations are related to 
whether one is interested in changes to be carried out or whether one is con-
tent with the status quo. This becomes clear from talk on aspects of language 
regulations among the interviewees in Kharkiv. Awareness that language 
regulations may possibly affect one’s life fundamentally if actually imple-
mented and carried out, will presumably influence the stand a person takes 
on regulations. Additionally, ideological orientations may also shape atti-
tudes concerning which kind of regulations will be considered “correct” or 
“desirable”.  

5.1.1 One or two state languages?  
First I will start with the question concerning one or two state languages, and 
the status of Russian since this is clearly a very pertinent and therefore inter-
esting question in a Kharkiv context. This issue was addressed through one 
question in the questionnaire that asked about the desirable status and scope 
of use of Ukrainian and Russian languages. As seen in Fig. 5.1 the respon-
dents were rather evenly distributed among the different response alterna-
tives. The exception was the alternative claiming that there must be only one 
state language in Ukraine, which was chosen by 8.4 percent. The explanation 
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may be that respondents assumed that this referred to Ukrainian even though 
it was not explicitly stated.150

 
Figure 5.1 Preferences in status and use (%) 
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Note: The question was formulated the folloing way: “In your opinion, in what way 
should Ukrainian and Russian languages be used in Ukraine? (Choose one response 
alternative).”151 N=793. See Appendix B for additional data. 

                               
150 An indication that alternative (5) was interpreted to refer to Ukrainian is that 34.4 percent 
of those with Ukrainian as their home language chose this alternative (3.3 percent with Rus-
sian as their home language) and 21.8 percent of those identifying as Ukrainians only chose 
this response alternative (and 0 percent of those identifying as Russian only). See Appendix A 
for more information on the various sub-categories and how they have been grouped. 
151 It may not have been instinctively obvious for the respondents how the middle categories 
were to be distinguished from each other. On the other hand, with references to language 
discussions with the interviewees, these categories seemed to cover likely response options 
that may form part of the general discourse on languages. Even though there is no formal 
distinction between response alternative (4) and (5), there is so to speak an ideological differ-
ence. Thus, respondents wishing to express support for the Ukrainian language only, with no 
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A first interpretation of the data in Fig. 5.1 is that they to some degree up-
hold the impression of attitudes towards the language situation and how to 
regulate it as anything but clear-cut. The figures presented above can be put 
into perspective by comparing with results from other surveys. In a study of 
the Russian-speaking population in four Ukrainian cities Janmaat (2000) 
found that around 68 percent of the respondents in that study felt that “Rus-
sian should become the second state language in Ukraine”, around 28 per-
cent agreed that “Ukrainian should be the state language, but Russian should 
have a recognized official status” and 3-4 percent said that “Ukrainian 
should be the only state language in Ukraine”152 (2000:172). Even though 
they are not directly comparable due to the different range of alternatives, 
the figures displayed here present the respondents in the present study as 
somewhat less favourable to granting Russian status as a second state lan-
guage in comparison with Janmaat’s findings (which after all focused on the 
Russian-speaking population). According to longitudinal data from the Insti-
tute of Sociology, the percentage answering the question “Do you think it is 
necessary to grant the Russian status of an official language in Ukraine?” in 
the affirmative went from 52.0 percent in 1995 to 47.5 percent in 2004. The 
percentage answering this question negatively was around 32 percent in both 
1995 and 2004 (with a peak at 37 percent in 1998), and the percentage that 
do not know has risen from 15.3 to 20.2 percent during the same years (Vo-
rona and Shul’ga 2004:636).153 Yet, if the question on official status had 
been broken down into several questions, as demonstrated in Fig. 5.1 above, 
the results may not have seemed so uniform. More variation, similar to the 
data I present above, is found in a survey on the language situation in Kyiv 
from 2001 (Zalizniak and Masenko 2001:55); 26.7 percent (32.0 percent in 
2000) answered that Ukrainian and Russian should have equal rights as state 
languages [rivnopravni derzhavni movy] and 4.1 percent (3.2 percent in 
2000) answering in the affirmative for Ukrainian as the state language and 
exclusion of Russian from all spheres, hence a more radical phrasing than in 
the response alternatives I proposed. 26.7 percent chose an alternative saying 

                                                                                                                             
special considerations for the Russian language, could communicate this through alternative 
(5). Respondents who wished to express support for Ukrainian as the only state language but 
at the same time not wishing to express a complete exclusion of the Russian language could 
communicate this with alternative (4). In the remaining response alternatives, there was a 
scale of more concessions to the Russian language, but only alternatives (1) and (2) referred 
to a legal status for the Russian on a par with the Ukrainian language. The distinction between 
these alternatives related to the idea that two state languages may not be necessary for the 
entire country but that it should be a possibility for the regions where the concentration of 
Russian-speakers is relatively high.  
152 These percentages are computed from tables 7.16 and 7.18 in Janmaat (2000:172). The 
number of respondents is low, thus as Janmaat points out, “the conclusions are tentative and 
indicative at best”. 
153 Strikha (2001:246) reproduces these data (from 2000) broken down by regions and inter-
prets these results as an indication that there is a potential base for mass protest in relation to 
the language issue, at least in the eastern and southern parts of the country. 
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that Ukrainian should be the state language, and Russian as the language of a 
national minority, and 37.8 percent agreed that Ukrainian should be the state 
language and Russian could be used in parallel, as conversational language 
in private institutions, and 0.2 percent wanted Russian as the only state lan-
guage – a response alternative that I did not include (but see Table 5.1 be-
low). 

The data in Fig. 5.1 may be interpreted in quite different ways depending 
on one’s point of view. On the one hand, the results may be interpreted as 
these respondents’ lack of support of the Ukrainian language as the state 
language, since around half of the respondents wanted to give Russian equal 
status to the Ukrainian language either country-wide or on the regional level. 
Yet, this figure of around half of the respondents roughly corresponds to the 
all-Ukrainian longitudinal data cited above where 47 percent wanted to grant 
Russian “official status”, which might indicate that the figures I present here 
showed less support of Russian as a second state language than could be 
expected in Kharkiv (cf. Strikha 2001).154 One possible reason may be the 
large proportion of younger respondents who exposed somewhat different 
preferences than the older respondents (see Appendix B). These figures may 
also be explained as a reflection of the language situation in this part of the 
country where Russian is still the dominating language in many spheres, not 
to mention that the use of Russian is widespread in private life. From that 
perspective it may be seen as quite remarkable that half of the respondents 
would not want to give the Russian language equal legal status with Ukrain-
ian, not even on a regional level – also considering that 83 percent were said 
to have voted for Russian as an “official language” in the March 2002 refer-
endum in Kharkiv. 

One additional possible interpretation may be that responses to this ques-
tion concerned whether the issue of actual status was considered important, 
or whether being able to use the language will suffice, i.e. that the Russian 
language does not necessarily need the label “official” or “state” as long as it 
can still be used in important domains such as education and mass media, 
and, accordingly, that the label “state language” should be reserved for the 
Ukrainian language as long as use of Russian in various domains will not 
curbed. I will now turn to the material from the interviews in order to expand 
somewhat on this issue. This idea seemed quite common among the younger 
interviewees even though some of the students were in favour of the idea of 
Russian as a second state language first and foremost for “making life eas-
ier”. Yet, it seemed that many also considered that as long as Russian is still 
possible to use, and it is not threatened in terms of being excluded, there is 
no need for it to be called “state language”. The rationale may be, as several 
of the students expressed it (as will be discussed in subsequent chapters), 

                               
154 Obviously, there is a problem with terminology, and the different wording of the question 
and response alternatives here does not allow for direct comparisons. 
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that the Ukrainian language ought be the only state language. Hence, reason-
ing based on ideological convictons holding that the nation-state should have 
but one language to unite the nation, may be one partial explanation for the 
figures above. This approach was articulated by one of the students (inter-
viewed in October 2003, also cited in Ch. 9, p. 271) when she said that even 
though she is a Russian-speaker herself, “regarding the notion that Russian 
should be the second official [ofitsial’nyi] language, I would have voted 
against it.” The reason she gave was that she was afraid that might mean 
internal Ukrainian division and that the “Ukrainian language will never be 
revived”. One student I interviewed in 2005 carried out a similar discussion 
concerning the issues of state induced bilingualism, discussing the problem 
of two state languages and national unity. Since this was after the Orange 
Revolution, the re-emergence of the argument concerning a division of 
Ukrainians into east and west may have a somewhat different connotation at 
this point in time. During the interview she talked about her fears of civil 
war during the Orange Revolution (and she also condemned the Orange 
Revolution as bad for the image of the country). Perhaps because of this she 
emphasised the need to avoid division and possible conflict due to that, 
rather preferring the creation of a community of communication based upon 
the Ukrainian language. Interestingly, her claims also countered assumptions 
on the need for more wide-spread and broader language rights in order to 
avoid conflict, which might otherwise be expected to be a pervasive argu-
ment in the Kharkiv context. 

I don’t know, it seems to me that [official bilingualism] is not worth it, be-
cause…not least because in general, in the western part of Ukraine, they 
speak Ukrainian, they, well, practically do not know Russian, I don’t know. 
So let it be good for them, and they’ll be content. And why, principally, is it 
necessary to divide us, why must we be separated into some east, west? We 
are all the same people, Ukrainians, since after all, we live in this territory, 
since after all, it happened so that this is our territory, our country, why not? 
/…/ And two state languages, I don’t know, it seems to me that it is even 
somehow not correct [dazhe kak-to ne pravil’no], even in other countries. Af-
ter all, here we have many nationalities, very many [She mentioned foreign 
students] Well, so then even Chinese should be made a second [state lan-
guage]? I think not, it should not be like that (Student, philology, b. 1984, 
March 2005, in Russian). 

She held that Ukrainian should remain the only state language for several 
reasons, most importantly that two state languages will create a division, and 
in her account, this is both unnecessary and inappropriate. She dismissed 
arguments about granting Russian status as a second state language due to 
the long history of the Russian language in this area in a somewhat curious 
way. Even though this person was from a Russian-speaking background, 
studying in Russian, preparing to work as a teacher of the Russian language, 
she nevertheless made the claim for Russian to become a state language into 
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a question of absurdity, by implicitly claiming that if Russian should be a 
second state language, so should Chinese. This is an interesting illustration 
of how possible conflict and internal division is argued against by emphasis-
ing the Ukrainian language as the only legitimate or “acceptable” state lan-
guage, thus that only Ukrainian can create cohesion and coherence in 
Ukrainian territory, also illustrating the possible impact of a nation-state 
ideology. It is also remarkable how she emphasised the needs of western 
Ukrainians who do “not know Russian” rather than arguing for eastern 
Ukrainians’ needs and rights to see the Russian language granted status as 
second state language. This is a most interesting point in this case since this 
shows the potential difficulty in discussing language rights when the major-
ity’s language has been more like a “minority language” (and the previous 
“majority language” is now labelled and treated as a “minority language”). 
Thus, in contrast to the demand for equal rights and the general argument for 
LHRs, some of the students expressed unambiguous support for what they 
spoke about as “correct state politics”, i.e., supporting the Ukrainian lan-
guage in its role as the state language, as in the following quotation. 

I don’t know if I am right or not, but how are state and nationality formed? 
By the knowledge of language, one’s territory, borders, population /…/ Eve-
ryone fights for one’s territory, for one’s language, so, I believe the politics 
of our state are correct (Student, pharmacology, b. 1980-82, October 2003, in 
Russian). 

Hence, a certain belief concerning regulations uniquely for the Ukrainian 
language as the state language, was reflected in the statements of several of 
the students that were interviewed, namely that the Ukrainian language de-
serves and needs state support because this language should have (and must 
have) a special position in Ukraine, again pointing to specific ideological 
orientations focusing on the single, national language. Thus, the “fight for 
one’s language” was constructed as legitimate politics as part of a process of 
forming state and nationality in contemporary Ukraine. Current state policies 
were also subject to criticism from one of the other students on the grounds 
that they were not supportive enough of Ukrainian:  

I would say, the government policies are not correct and generally speaking, 
support is needed, support from the state. There is no way one may say that 
“Well, the majority speaks like this, that means we should make it [i.e. Rus-
sian] a state [language]” /…/ If our leaders wanted it, and not just used 
Ukrainian in official circumstances [na ofitsial’noi tribune] with repugnance 
[s otvrashcheniem] themselves, and even helped the population to learn it 
fully, /../ kind of softly, but with different incentives, I believe, that all would 
be in order (Student, water ecology, b. 1983-84, October 2003, in Russian). 

Here, the student criticised the lack of enthusiasm and actual support from 
the authorities’ side, not to speak of official figures using the Ukrainian lan-
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guage “with repugnance.” She also condemned an approach of preserving 
the status quo on the grounds that the majority speaks Russian. Instead she 
advocated active measures taken to change the current language situation, 
i.e. articulating an idea that language regulations could be used in order to 
induce change – also motivated by an idea of Ukrainian as the unifying lan-
guage – rather than simply adjusting to the actual situation where the major-
ity speaks Russian. On the other hand, this approach to the question of the 
status of the two languages, stipulating that Ukrainian was in need of more 
support, and did perhaps not get it, did not mean that the students who ex-
pressed these ideas implied that the Russian language should be replaced or 
removed. But, as will be discussed at length in Chapter 9, they expressed a 
belief that one should rather save the specific position of being the “na-
tional” or the “state” language for the Ukrainian language. 

One kind of pro-Ukrainian argument holds that if Russian should obtain 
the status of a second state language this would inevitably lead to the domi-
nance of Russian language and culture (cf. Zhurzhenko n.d, Bilaniuk 2005). 
Also, it has been claimed that if the Russian language de jure becomes a 
state language, the language situation in Ukraine will follow that of 
neighbouring Belarus. Belarus president Aleksandr Lukashenka reinstated 
Russian as a second language in addition to Belarusian in 1996, after which 
Russian has replaced Belarusian in spheres such as the school system, civil 
service and government institutions. In other words, those claiming this are 
worried that Ukrainian would lose the territory gained after independence 
since they are convinced that official bilingualism would in practice mean 
officially sanctioned use of Russian to the disadvantage of Ukrainian. This 
may also be some of the rationale behind the students’ statements above. 
Yet, when the question of the state language was phrased differently, the 
outcome was somewhat different as seen in Table 5.1. 
Table 5.1 Russian as state language due to its level of development (%) 

 Valid percent    n 
Fully agree   8.9   71 
Somewhat agree 18.6 149 
Indifferent  15.4 123 
Somewhat disagree 30.5 244 
Fully disagree 26.5 212 
Total 100 799 

The statement in the question maintained that some people consider that the 
Ukrainian language has not reached the same level of development as the 
Russian language, and that it would therefore be better for Ukraine if the 
Russian language were used in all spheres, including at the official level. 
This showed that even though a majority disagreed with the statement, nev-
ertheless some of the respondents agreed that Ukraine would benefit from 
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using Russian.155 This item refers also to language-related stereotypes which 
I will discuss further in Chapter 8. The associations that were linked with 
Russian and Ukrainian included the perception that Russian in some cases is 
regarded as a “higher status” language, it has international reputation and it 
is the language of a powerful state as well as literary classics (also cf. Ch. 4). 
This may explain why a rather large proportion of the respondents would 
answer in the affirmative to some degree to a more direct question as to why 
Russian, after all, could fill the role of state language in Ukraine. This is then 
to be seen in contrast to discussions on Ukrainian as the only “appropriate” 
language in representing the Ukrainian nation and state as discussed in 
Chapter 9. Yet, there were quite marked differences between various sub-
categories, see Appendix B. 

5.1.2 Language policies and attitudes towards support 
The belief that Russian is a natural part of life, so to speak, can nevertheless 
be assumed to be strong among people in Kharkiv, since this is a largely 
Russian-speaking area where people use Russian in almost all spheres of 
life. Janmaat (2000:164) mentions rootedness as an important variable for 
language retention as it “can be expected that the longer Russians and 
Russophone Ukrainians have lived in a certain area, the more they will feel 
that this area is ‘theirs’, and, consequently, the less prone they will be to 
adapting to their surroundings by linguistically assimilating or integrating”. 
However, when going into discussions on these issues, it is intriguing to 
notice that these beliefs were not always that straightforward. In order to 
examine these issues in some more detail, I will discuss attitudes towards 
state support of languages, as well as the sphere and authority of that support 
(Table 5.2). The first cluster of questions focused on language regulations, 
i.e. attitudes relating to the authorities’ role in regulating language use, both 
in official and private life, and whether responsibility for regulations should 
be located on the local level. As discussed in Chapter 3, the local authorities 
have been reluctant to accept official state language policies, and this issue is 
therefore interesting in a Kharkiv context. The next three questions related to 
the question of which language(s) should receive state support of some kind. 
Around half of the respondents agreed with statement (1), showing that there 
was positive support, albeit not very strong, for state regulations in the lan-
guage sphere (also with 18 percent who were indifferent to the issue). This 
could indicate that quite a few of the respondents in general were “content” 
with the current situation, not endorsing state regulations as this might upset 
the status quo. As mentioned, language policies in contemporary Ukraine are 
rather gentle in the sense that they have been directed towards compromise 

                               
155 Even though the question did not specify whether Russian should then replace Ukrainian, 
this could be seen as implicit in the formulation of the statement. 
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and in addition, that actual regulations have not really been implemented. 
Hence, violations of current language regulations have often not been fol-
lowed by sanctions. 

Table 5.2 Statements on language regulations and language support (%) 
 
Do you agree with the opinion 
that… 
 

 
Fully 
agree 

 
Somewhat 

agree 

 
Somewhat 
disagree 

 
Fully 

disagree 

 
Balance 

score 

1. The state must regulate use of 
languages in the public sphere? 
(Q74) 

 
19.6 

 
31.5 

 
16.7 

 
13.6 

 
20.8 

2. The state must regulate the 
use of languages in private life? 
(Q75) 

 
1.4 

 
5.5 

 
20.6 

 
59.6 

 
-73.3 

3. Local authorities must decide 
independently which lan-
guage(s) that should be used in 
that region? (Q78) 

 
13.4 

 
20.7 

 
24.1 

 
25.0 

 
-15.0 

4. The state must support the 
Ukrainian language more? 
(Q76) 

 
26.1 

 
30.1 

 
14.2 

 
9.5 

 
32.5 

5. The state must ensure the 
preservation also of the Russian 
language in Ukraine? (Q77) 

 
36.5 

 
31.9 

 
9.5 

 
4.9 

 
54.0 

6. Ukraine is the homeland of 
the Ukrainians and the Ukrain-
ian culture. Do you agree with 
the opinion, that therefore, the 
Ukrainian culture and language 
must receive special support 
from the state’s side, both on a 
legislative as well as on a finan-
cial level? (Q84) 

 
 

26.7 

 
 

37.2 

 
 

13.5 

 
 

4.0 

 
 

46.4 

Note: The questions were formulated the following way: “Do you agree with the 
opinion that [statement]?” “Indifferent” not shown in the table. Lowest n=796. 

If the state were to manage language practices, this could mean that actual 
implementation and supervision would also follow – and this consideration 
could account for the relatively weak support of state regulations. State regu-
lations might also be interpreted as actual implementation of language poli-
cies favouring the Ukrainian language, hence initiating stronger Ukrainiani-
sation. This explanation may be reasonable, indicated by the fact that those 
who answered mostly in the negative to statement (1) were first and fore-
most found among those identifying as Russian (29.2 + 18.1 percent dis-
agreed) and having low competence in Ukrainian (25 + 20.9 percent dis-
agreed), whereas those who were in favour of state regulations were found 
among those identifying as Ukrainian (24.4 + 35.8 percent), having Ukrain-
ian as their home language (34.9 + 34.9 percent) and being in the youngest 

 164



age group, 18-24 (34.8 + 25.1 percent), i.e. those that might have most to 
gain from and/or are more ideologically ready to endorse state regulations if 
these are interpreted as favouring the Ukrainian language. Reactions to 
statement 2 made it definitely clear that the great majority of the respondents 
did not judge state regulation of language use in private life positively. 

Yet, it is interesting to notice that statement (3), concerning local authori-
ties’ control over language regulations, received much less support than 
statement 1, as illustrated by the balance score. About half of the respon-
dents disagreed to letting local authorities be in charge of deciding which 
languages should be used, independently from central authorities. It thus 
seems that local authorities’ control of language regulations may be more 
controversial than state control, generally stated. Thus, in the specific 
Kharkiv context where local authorities previously have tried to take control 
over language regulations, statement (3) may be interpreted as language 
regulations emphasising the role and status of the Russian language over that 
of the Ukrainian language. Therefore, the question asked here about lo-
cal/regional authorities probably led the respondents to think about an ex-
panded use of the Russian language in the region they live in. Judging from 
how different sub-categories responded to these statements, this is a reason-
able assumption. Those who were more negative towards this statement were 
found among those identifying as Ukrainian only (59.1 percent disagreed, 
23.3 percent agreed) or having Ukrainian as their home language (64.7 per-
cent agreed, 20.0 percent disagreed) whereas those identifying as Russian 
only were more positive (33.4 percent disagreed, 51.3 percent agreed).156 
The sub-category of Russian-speakers can on the average be said to be rather 
“neutral” in relation to state regulations of language in general, and not gen-
erally in favour of the alternative that might be interpreted as most positive 
for the Russian language. As this sub-category represented the great majority 
covering a range of ideological stances, this may be seen as only natural. 
This also follows a pattern in the spread of attitudes where those whose 
home language was Ukrainian were generally found on the one end of the 
spectrum and those who identified as Russians only were found on the other 
end of the spectrum, with those identifying as Ukrainians only and those 
with Russian as their home language in the middle. I will return to discus-
sions of this pattern at later points. The attitudes displayed in Table 5.2 can 
be interpreted as originating mainly in two different perspectives. On the one 

                               
156 Similar differences were found among the age cohorts; 18-24 were more negative (57.1 
percent disagreed, 32.1 percent agreed) but among respondents in the cohort 25+ results were 
more equally dispersed (37.7 percent disagreed, 37.1 agreed). According to eta-tests differ-
ences were significant in all sub-categories. Those in the category both/surzhyk were rather 
negative (57.2 percent disagreed, 27.2 percent agreed) while the group of respondents with 
Russian as their home language was more ambiguous (44.9 percent disagreed, 37.7 percent 
agreed). 
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hand, they may be based on ideological convictions, i.e. the belief that the 
Ukrainian language should have a special position, guaranteed by state regu-
lations since it is considered the national language. On the other hand, these 
attitudes may also be based on more pragmatic grounds, i.e. that the current 
language situation is seemingly functioning for most people and one may 
still use the Russian language. Thus, any measures taken, either on state or 
local level, could mean that this “stability” may be upset. 

A positive assessment of state support of language was somewhat 
stronger with statements 4-6. The question was contextualised by referring to 
each language, and it is interesting to notice the difference in attitudes ex-
pressed towards statement (4) in contrast to statement (6) where the wording 
of the question probably had an impact. The results also made clear that 
these respondents do want to see a continued preservation of the Russian 
language in Ukraine, with the goodwill of the state, almost 70 percent agreed 
to statement (5). This statement also received more support than from the 
part wanting to see Russian as a second state language in Ukraine (cf. Fig. 
5.1). Again, it is not necessarily so that respondents are asking for legal 
status as such, but that the Russian language is permitted an existence that 
will be guaranteed by the state some way or the other, and that they will be 
permitted to use the Russian language in Ukraine, also in the future. I believe 
that these results may be explained by mixed identifications in this region, 
and that one may answer in the affirmative for support for both Ukrainian 
and Russian. This also concerns a question of language competence and 
perceptions of how language regulations may influence one’s life. Whereas 
Russian-speakers may be in favour of a continuation of the current language 
situation where the Ukrainian language is not a prerequisite in social life, 
and therefore endorse the idea that Russian should be “preserved” in 
Ukraine, Ukrainian-speakers may obviously be less interested in support of 
the Russian language if they are sufficiently confident in their own language 
competence. If examining generational differences, the two cohorts are simi-
lar with regards to state support regarding preservation of the Russian lan-
guage, but when it comes to the Ukrainian language, the younger people are 
more positive towards the statements regarding the Ukrainian language. This 
could be an indication that the idea of the Ukrainian language as the lan-
guage of the Ukrainian independent state and the Ukrainian nation is to a 
higher degree internalised within the younger age groups who have spent 
most of their lives in independent Ukraine. Also, as was apparent from inter-
views, young persons may have more confidence in their ability to use both 
languages if or when necessary. An additional explanation for not being 
supportive of either Ukrainian or Russian can be derived from what Bilaniuk 
(2005:175) writes on bilingual practices as “a middle way for the undecided 
and for those who were disillusioned with the categorically opposed alterna-
tives. The desire to ‘have it both ways,’ allowing the co-presence of both 
Ukrainian and Russian, could be seen as strategic syncretism and active re-
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sistance to the imperatives of a traditionally construed nationalism rather 
than apathy or ambivalence.” This is an appealing explanation to the wide-
spread tendencies of “both-and” and I agree that it may be so that certain 
respondents communicate resistance to certain (radical) ideologies by choos-
ing to endorse both the Ukrainian and Russian languages, thus distancing 
themselves from conflict or from making the language issue political (for an 
example of this approach encountered during previous fieldwork, see Sövik 
2004). Yet, somehow that interpretation nevertheless depends on the concep-
tion of the Russian language and the Ukrainian language as “contradictory 
paradigms” which may not be the prevailing perception among the popula-
tion. For many people the two languages co-existing may well simply be a 
situation taken for granted, hence communicating neither indifferent apathy 
nor thought-through resistance when they answer in the affirmative for both 
Ukrainian and Russian, but rather reflecting a mode of “the way things are” 
(or should be). 

Attitudes towards state regulations and language managements also de-
pend on the beliefs one holds about the current language situation and how it 
came about. I have examined these issues by asking two pairs of questions 
which to some degree correspond to the “Ukrainophile” and the “east 
Slavic” historiographies (cf. Kuzio 2006). 
 
Figure 5.2 Independence versus commonality (%) 
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Note: Statement A: Some people think that if the Russian language becomes the 
second state language in Ukraine then this will threaten Ukraine’s independence 
because in that way Russia will have a greater opportunity to influence internal 
affairs in Ukraine. Statement B: Others think that Russia and Ukraine has a lot in 
common and that Ukraine has to have closer relations with Russia, and that the Rus-
sian language is a “symbol” of that “commonality”. N=795. 

Here we get an impression of a stance towards the role and place of the Rus-
sian language in Ukraine and what it can symbolise to people in this area. 
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Figures 5.2 and 5.3 below illustrate that in general the respondents are lean-
ing towards an east Slavic interpretation of the role of Russian as a symbol 
of ties between Russia and Ukraine and a component of a common culture. 
Respondents were clearly ready to emphasise Russian as symbol of what 
Ukraine and Russia have in common, rather than choosing to agree that in-
troducing the Russian language as second state language would facilitate for 
Russia to meddle in Ukraine’s internal affairs. Yet, about one quarter of the 
respondents chose not to agree with either of the statements, thus indicating 
that a rather large part of the respondents was not ready to accept either of 
the interpretations of the situation and reject the other, which may again be 
an indication of mixed identities and problems with fully endorsing one spe-
cific interpretation of the current situation and how it came about. 
 
Figure 5.3 One or two state languages: the historical factor (%) 
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Note: Statement A: Some people think that the Russian language was artificially 
introduced in Ukraine and therefore it is natural that the Ukrainian language should 
be the only state language in Ukraine today. Statement B: Others think that the Rus-
sian language is a component of the Ukrainian culture and the large Russian-
speaking population means that the Russian language should be granted the status of 
second state language in Ukraine. N=794. 

With the phrasing of the question as seen in Fig. 5.3, about 60 percent agreed 
that Russian should become second state language, whereas about 22 percent 
agreed that it is “natural” that Ukrainian is the only state language – which I 
find is a relatively large proportion to agree with this statement, since it spe-
cifically mentions Russian as “artificially introduced”. The sub-categories 
that were most prone to agree with statement A were found among the young 
respondents (28 percent), those with Ukrainian as their home language (47 
percent), those identifying as Ukrainian only (32 percent) and west Ukraini-
ans (46 percent), and there was a great overlap between those endorsing 
statement A in both questions. Some people may not have agreed with 
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statement A in Fig. 5.3 because of the formulation that Russian was artifi-
cially introduced. This formulation may be associated with the Ukrainophile 
historiography and politics, which are less commonly accepted and endorsed 
in this part of the country, whereas statement A in Fig. 5.2 might be easier to 
accept – still, somewhat fewer chose to agree with that statement. As was 
obvious from interviews, many conceive of the Russian language as part of 
the Ukrainian culture in some way, and they might find it hard to deny this 
by disagreeing with statement B in Fig. 5.2. This may also account for the 
large proportion agreeing neither with A not B in both figures; as mentioned 
above, these are questions that may be hard to simply endorse or dismiss 
entirely. 

5.2 Perceptions of language use in Kharkiv, past and 
future 

In this section I will examine how respondents estimated change in the use 
of Ukrainian and Russian. Figures 5.4 and 5.5 below illustrate that in gen-
eral, a majority consisting of more that 70 percent of the respondents as-
serted that the use of Ukrainian has augmented to some degree during the 
past 15 years (in comparison with the present time, 2004) and will augment 
in 20 years time (in comparison with the present time, 2004). 

 
Figure 5.4 Perceptions of use of Russian and Ukrainian compared to 15 years ago 
(%) 
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Note: N=791 and 794. For original coding see Appendix B. 

There was less agreement with respect to the Russian language; 46 percent 
claimed that nothing has changed; while as many as 40 percent believed that 
Russian is to some degree less used at present than 15 years ago. The same 
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tendencies were found when the respondents were asked about how they 
believe language use will be in the future. 
Beliefs concerning the use of Russian in 20 years were less definite. A po-
tential further strengthening of the use of the Russian language in the near 
future was perceived as a less probable development – or, may be added, 
was not wished to be seen as a probable development. 36 percent did not 
believe there would be changes and more than 40 percent stated that they 
think Russian will be used less. Then again, taking the current predominant 
use of Russian into account, these figures should maybe not be interpreted as 
these respondents actually predicting a very radical development and the 
partial disappearance of the Russian language. 

 
Figure 5.5 Expectations on the extent of use of Russian and Ukrainian in 20 years 
(%) 
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Note: N=790 and 789. For original coding, see Appendix B. 

There were two dimensions to these questions. Firstly, respondents were 
asked to assess the previous use in comparison with the current, and sec-
ondly, they were asked to speculate about future use. Both these dimensions 
may be under the spell of wishful thinking, hence, that one makes assess-
ments and speculations depending on what one wishes to (have) happen(ed). 
Yet, even if it is so, this is an interesting point since it says something about 
what may potentially happen in the future. As will be discussed below, when 
respondents were asked about perceptions of language use in specific do-
mains (school system, university, cultural sphere, administrative sphere, and 
mass media) in Kharkiv, they cited the Russian language as the most fre-
quently used in all these domains. Thus, if changes are seen in the light of 
this dominance these figures should not be interpreted as a belief that the 
language situation will change fundamentally. They should, however, be 
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seen as a clear statement about believing in a further growth in importance of 
the Ukrainian language. This is nevertheless an important point to highlight 
since this can say something about the expectations on future utility of the 
Ukrainian language. Expectations on language use in the future are impor-
tant in private management of language practices. This must be considered 
in light of the fact that expectations about the future often have a self-
reinforcing dimension. Hence, if someone believes or assumes, or wishes 
for, the use of a certain language to become more widespread, knowledge of 
the language will be considered necessary. Subsequently, one may plan for 
learning this language or make sure one’s children learn the language and 
thus help creating a basis for the language to become more used. Vice versa, 
if someone does not believe or is negative towards the use of a certain lan-
guage, that person will be less inclined to learn and use the language. 

On the basis of these assumptions I examined the data broken down by 
sub-categories (according to self-defined identity and home language), and I 
found an additional interesting pattern. When respondents were asked about 
assessing changes, differences between categories were not significant ac-
cording to eta-tests. Concerning the questions that asked about the future, on 
the other hand, differences were significant. Even though differences were 
not very large they nevertheless underlined a possible aspect of beliefs based 
on “wishful thinking”. Thus, Ukrainian-speakers and those identifying as 
Ukrainians only, believed Ukrainian will be much more used in 20 years 
time, while self-defined Russians rather believed in the status quo, and vice 
versa in relation to use of Russian in 20 years time. Here, there was a ten-
dency even among self-defined Russians to expect a continuation of the 
status quo rather than expressing a belief that Russian would be used more in 
the future (see Appendix B for additional data according to sub-categories). 

5.3 Perceptions of language use in official domains in 
Kharkiv 

The respondents were also asked to assess language use in Kharkiv, i.e. how 
often they believed to encounter one or the other language in certain do-
mains in Kharkiv. Obviously, these data do not tell us to what extent Russian 
or Ukrainian are used in Kharkiv, and they may also be the result of wishful 
thinking or exaggerations of what the respondent feels represents an un-
wanted development. Yet, these figures are nevertheless interesting as an 
illustration of how respondents assessed language use, and to examine 
whether there were perceptions of variation in different domains. 
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5.3.1 Language use in government services and in education 
The first domain that respondents were asked to assess was government ser-
vices157 and here the perceived gap between the Ukrainian and Russian lan-
guages was somewhat smaller than in the domains to be discussed below, 
apart from the school system: 67.2 percent of the respondents assessed that 
Russian was used often or always in the Kharkiv state/government services, 
whereas 50.5 percent believed that Ukrainian was used often or always. 
When comparing the percentages who answered never or rarely, the figures 
are even more similar, 17.1 believed Ukrainian was never or rarely used in 
administration, and 12.4 percent answered the same for Russian. That as 
many as 12 percent claimed that Russian was never or rarely used may ap-
pear a bit exaggerated when other measures and stories concerning the lan-
guage situation in Kharkiv are taken into account (see Appendix A for more 
data on the respondents’ reported language practices in various domains in 
Kharkiv, among others in relation to government services). 

 
Figure 5.6 Perceived language use in government service institutions (%) 
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Note: The question read: In your opinion how often is [Ukrainian/Russian] used in 
government service institutions in Kharkiv? 

There was a clear difference in perceptions of language use in schools and at 
universities. Russian was perceived to be much more frequently used than 
the Ukrainian language in the institutions of higher education. Around 42 
percent of the respondents believed that the Ukrainian language is used often 
or always at universities, whereas the corresponding figure for the Russian 

                               
157 Previously in the questionnaire a question asked about the respondents’ own language use 
in different situations, and there the question asked about state institutions and administrative 
structures, exemplifying with raion administration, the police, housing authorities, customs, 
etc. This question refers to the same kind of institutions. 
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language was 81 percent often or always, almost double. Section 4.1 on 
Kharkiv mentioned how as an educational centre, the city was important 
during Soviet times, underscoring its Russian-language character as urban-
ity, the progress represented by Kharkiv educational facilities and the Rus-
sian language could be associated with each other, especially in the minds of 
the general population. As will be discussed in Chapters 7 and 8, the linkage 
between urbanity, the Russian language and higher education is still relevant 
to several of the interviewees and may thus partly explain the results seen in 
Fig. 5.7. 

 
Figure 5.7 Perceptions of language use in educational spheres (%) 
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Note: The questions read: In your opinion how often is [Ukrainian/Russian] used in 
[schooling/institutions of higher education] in Kharkiv? 

Only in relation to the school system, the respondents had a perception of 
Ukrainian being almost as frequent as Russian, 59.7 percent and 70.7 percent 
respectively chose the alternatives of “often” and “always”. Thus, the re-
spondents’ perceptions yielded only a 10 percentage-point difference be-
tween the languages in this domain in contrast to the almost 40 percentage-
point difference cited in relation to the sphere of higher education. Accord-
ing to data from the oblast’ administration, in 2003 21.7 percent of the 
schools in Kharkiv city had instruction in the Ukrainian language (18.7 per-
cent of the total number of pupils), 37.3 percent of the schools had instruc-
tion in Russian (34.5 percent of the pupils) and 41 percent of the schools had 
instruction in both languages (46.8 percent of the pupils), although these 
figures do not say how the languages are used within these bilingual schools 
(data from the Kharkiv oblast administration, personal communication, No-

 173



vember 2003).158 Moreover, as other research has shown, even though chil-
dren go to school with instruction in Ukrainian, they keep speaking Russian 
to their friends and at recess; “[i]t, thus, seems that the particular language 
environment of a city /…/ is a much more powerful factor in shaping the 
language children speak with their friends than the language of instruction” 
(Janmaat 2000:150, cf. Pirie 1996). Hence, if that is so, the exceptional rise 
in the number of children being instructed in Ukrainian may not have a 
noteworthy impact on the general language situation. Talk about language 
practices in both schools and universities will be examined further in some 
of the subsequent chapters. 

5.3.2 Language use in the cultural sphere and mass media 
The respondents were asked to assess the frequency of languages in the cul-
tural sphere (including music, festivals and theatre) and mass media (includ-
ing television, newspapers and radio) also specifically relating to the situa-
tion in Kharkiv. I will discuss these data in relation to respondents’ and in-
terviewees’ own language use and reflections related to this. 

 
Figure 5.8 Perceptions of language use in culture and mass media (%) 
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Note: The questions read: In your opinion, how often is [Ukrainian/Russian] used in 
[the cultural life in the city (theatres, concerts, exhibitions, festivals)/mass media 
(Kharkiv television, radio, newspapers)] in Kharkiv? 

As Fig. 5.8 shows, the Ukrainian language was regarded as especially infre-
quent in the cultural life of the city; 31 percent believed they encounter it 

                               
158 In Kharkiv oblast’ the figures are higher for schools with Ukrainian as the language of 
instruction: 66.4 percent are schools with instruction in Ukrainian (44.1 percent of the pupils), 
15.5 percent are schools with instruction in Russian (19.4 percent of the pupils), and 18.1 
percent of the schools have instruction in both languages, (36.4 percent of the pupils). 
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often or always, in contrast to 83 percent who believed they encounter the 
Russian language often or always in the cultural sphere, hence, rendering an 
even wider gap than seen above with respect to academia. Only in these two 
domains did more respondents choose the alternative “sometimes” than “of-
ten” in relation to use of the Ukrainian language. The perception of the cul-
tural sphere as dominated by Russian may be due to the relative large part of 
Russian artists or theatre companies performing in the city, both crowding 
out and overshadowing performances in Ukrainian in Kharkiv.159 This situa-
tion was explained the following way by one of the interviewees with a spe-
cific insight in this question due to her profession. 

Well, let’s see, in the theatres – how is the situation? We have five state thea-
tres, and nominally, one of these is Russophone, officially – the theatre of 
Russian drama. All the rest should nominally be Ukrainophone. But actually, 
only the theatre of Ukrainian drama named after Shevchenko, is one hundred 
percent Ukrainian. At the puppet theatre the majority of performances, about 
eighty percent, are in Russian. At the children’s theatre, the situation is the 
same (Theatre director, b. 1973, August 2004, in Ukrainian).  

Also, literature in the Ukrainian language is rather hard to come by in 
Kharkiv bookstores. Apart from one little book shop (Shafa, housed in the 
Museum of literature) specialising in Ukrainian-language literature, other 
book shops kept some single shelf of literature in Ukrainian; mostly classics, 
a few contemporary writers and even fewer works in translation, while the 
rest of the stock was literature in the Russian language (with the exception of 
text books). In addition, booksellers with stalls in the streets usually kept a 
Russian language only assortment of pulp fiction, manuals, self-help books, 
popular history and cookbooks.160

                               
159 After all, there are Ukrainian-language theatres and theatre groups based in Kharkiv, and 
performers from other parts of Ukraine come to play in Kharkiv, but still, the proximity to 
Russia and the size of the city attract Russian artists who are well known and who have an 
audience in Kharkiv. Thus “big stars” from Russia may be more noticeable on the cultural 
scene in Kharkiv than are Ukrainian artists and performers.  
160 Some commentators have mentioned the fact that there is virtually no “low brow” culture 
in Ukrainian as a drawback for contemporary Ukrainian popular culture, since it may not 
fulfil all the needs of its potential consumers and people are thus less used to that kind of 
reading in Ukrainian. Furthermore, as one of the interviewees remarked, translations of for-
eign literature into Ukrainian could never compete with the same literature translated into 
Russian. This is probably both a question of access and habit, if reading in Ukrainian is still 
not part of a person’s ordinary “repertoire”. Yet, as the experience with the Ukrainian transla-
tion of one of the Harry Potter books showed, when people want it enough, they would rather 
buy the book in the Ukrainian translation than to wait for the Russian translation to appear. 
This was also seen in the oft-cited “Santa Barbara-crisis” in 1995. This refers to the American 
soap which was aired by a TV station in Russia, also broadcasting in Ukraine. Then a Ukrain-
ian TV channel started sending the same soap in Ukrainian translation and with the permis-
sion of the Parliament broadcasted this via the Russian channel, thus blocking the Russian 
version, bringing on complaints from Russians-speakers in Ukraine as well as from Russia. 
However, when the soap was broadcasted again in Russian, the Russian-dubbed version was 
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One illuminating example on the perceived absence of Ukrainian lan-
guage culture in Kharkiv comes from an interview with one PhD student (b. 
1981) in March 2005. This person pointed out that to him personally one of 
the most positive outcomes of the Orange Revolution was that Ukrainian 
groups (singing in Ukrainian) came to Kharkiv for the first time, at least that 
he was aware of. Furthermore, he said that these were bands that he had not 
been familiar with and that he would not have attended concerts with on 
other occasions. A similar experience to him was his “discovery” of the 
writer Serhii Zhadan during the same events. Never having read literature or 
poetry in Ukrainian before (except what he had to read in school), he had 
suddenly realised that there was contemporary, cool poetry written in 
Ukrainian in his own home city – and as mentioned in Chapter 4, to me he 
explained this by comparing reading Zhadan with watching films by Taran-
tino or Guy Ritchie. He also claimed that these discoveries opened new per-
spectives to him, and that with the help of Internet and chat rooms, he could 
now keep updated on Ukrainian-language contemporary cultural productions 
that he previously did not know about (or was not interested in finding out 
about), such as bands that were not played on the FM stations which “are 
dominated by [the] Russian [language]” [zasil’e rossiiskogo]. Hence, this 
great difference in perceptions of the existence of Ukrainian and Russian in 
the cultural sphere may thus reflect the combination of a comparatively 
weaker position of, knowledge about and interest in Ukrainian-language 
culture in Kharkiv in general. 

According to Fig. 5.8 above, in the sphere of mass media gaps were per-
ceived to be less than in the cultural sphere, but these were still quite big 
gaps. The Ukrainian language was perceived to be used often or always by 
52.8 percent of the respondents, whereas Russian was perceived to be used 
often or always by 76.7 percent. During my fieldwork I noted that local TV 
channels usually worked in Russian in addition to, as some local channels 
did, transmitting programs from Russian channels in Russia such as ORT, 
RTR or NTV. Also there was Russian TV sending from Russia usually acces-
sible through cable, and then there was Ukrainian state wide TV channels 
which used both Ukrainian and Russian. Radio worked much the same way, 
and also here Russian entertainment in the form of Russian-language music 
was frequent. When it came to newspapers, Russian-language papers, either 
Ukrainian papers or Ukrainian editions of papers from Russia were the 
clearly predominant all over the city, Ukrainian-language newspapers were 
hard to come by – and glossy magazines in Ukrainian were simply non-

                                                                                                                             
outmanoeuvred by the Ukrainian-dubbed one as soon as this was shown more frequently, 
without blocking the Russian channel. At that point, complaining about “forced Ukrainianisa-
tion” was not as important as watching the program more often (cf. Dyczok 2000:131, Bi-
laniuk 2005:96). 
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existent (e.g. the comment to Ill. 8.1 concerning Cosmopolitan).161 The rela-
tively high percentage of perceived use of Ukrainian clearly did not coincide 
with the predominance of Russian in Kharkiv media. It may be explained by 
the fact that Ukrainian will be more “noticeable” than Russian (being the 
norm), and consequently, some people may experience that Ukrainian is 
relative frequent even though its use is nevertheless quite marginal.162

5.3.3 Media consumption and varying language practices 
Apart from access, when it comes to preferences concerning language in 
relation to mass media, other dimensions may be added, namely content and 
desirability (cf. footnote 160). Thus, whether a film or a certain entertaining 
TV show is in Russian or Ukrainian may not matter and in terms of being an 
attractive entertainment language may not be an issue anymore. This addi-
tional dimension was clearly expressed in one of the interviews with a per-
son who was negative to what she considered to be Ukrainianisation and 
forced introduction of Ukrainian at her work place (as a history teacher at 
university level and as a researcher). She also claimed to have trouble fol-
lowing the news in Ukrainian, but then she said that if there’s a “good film 
playing” she would completely forget the language issue and “understand it 
all”. Or, as I was told by some students in an informal conversation, the TV 
show Alf was so much better in Ukrainian translation than in Russian, that it 
came out as more funny when watched in Ukrainian (a similar observation 
on Alf is discussed in more detail in Bilaniuk 2005:179).163 One other inter-
viewee, on the other hand, explained in detail why she preferred watching 
television shows from Russian TV, even though she would watch the news 
on Ukrainian television. 

Really, I don’t go to Russia, not at all. Sometime, long ago I was there, I 
don’t even remember that. But I watch Russian programs, on television. Rus-
sian channels: RTR, ORT and so on. It’s just pleasant. Those films in Russian 
are pleasant to watch, listen to, it’s pleasant for the ears [dlia ushei priiatno, 
dlia slukha]. /…/ And Ukrainian [television] I watch, naturally. Usually the 
news. But such “cognitive” [poznavatelnye] programs we don’t watch [on 
Ukrainian television], mainly Russian. It’s more pleasant, firstly, especially 
such shows where there are interesting questions from the encyclopaedia and 
so on. There’s a show [Who wants to be a millionaire] /…/ They ask people 

                               
161 According to Stephen Velychenko (UKL #394), the reason is that Russians bought the 
distribution rights for the entire ex-Soviet market, and publishing additional editions in “local 
languages” is not profitable. 
162 An additional explanation for this gap could be that other respondents may have consid-
ered this in a state-wide context, despite the explicit reference to Kharkiv, and thus experi-
enced the use of Ukrainian in the media as rather wide spread. 
163 For instance, The Simpson’s which aired on the Ukrainian youth channel M1 was dubbed 
in Ukrainian – and this may leave someone with the choice of not watching The Simpson’s at 
all or watching it in Ukrainian translation. 
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interesting questions from different spheres – science, culture, and people an-
swer. Once I watched it in Ukrainian and I thought “Goodness, if I ended up 
there I could not answer one single question!” Not because I would not know 
the answer, but simply because I would not understand the meaning of the 
question, what they wanted from me. But the Russian I watch, it’s interesting, 
I really like it. Sometimes they ask such questions, and when they answer, 
you get something from it, you learn (Student, philology, b. 1984, March 
2005, in Russian). 

Thus, on the one hand watching the Russian program was described as more 
pleasant and more “comfortable” because she would immediately understand 
it all without effort and secondly, it would spare her the “annoyance” of not 
understanding. She did not talk about these shows in terms of quality of en-
tertainment, here her preferences were portrayed as choosing what she felt 
comfortable with, so to speak, in terms of linguistic habits, what she was 
used to – and also what she would be motivated to try to understand. Espe-
cially when it comes to two languages as close as Ukrainian and Russian, 
there is not a question of “simply” not understanding, there is also a question 
of how much effort one would be willing to put into it – or how interesting 
the content would be – that may affect whether one “understands” or not. 
The final remark on the aspect of “learning” from what she watches on TV is 
also interesting in this respect, since this argument might just as well have 
been put forth to explain why it would be useful and worthwhile to watch 
Ukrainian-language television programmes; in that case she might also learn 
the language better. 

This discussion on habits and being comfortable versus interesting con-
tent of programmes can be compared to the following responses to questions 
concerning respondents’ stated preference when it came to language prac-
tices in relation to media consumption. Firstly, there is a noticeable differ-
ence between the more active mode of reading and the more passive modes 
of watching television and listening to the radio. More respondents reported 
to prefer reading in Russian (mostly or only), around 60 percent, while the 
percentage stating “equally Russian and Ukrainian” or that content is impor-
tant was somewhat higher when they were asked about television or radio 
programmes. Ukrainian (mostly or only) was not preferred by many respon-
dents, but professional literature and news on television was stated by 
around 8 percent, hence, the two spheres where the Ukrainian language may 
be more frequently accessible as well as acceptable (in terms of people being 
more used to it as a medium in these domains). In spite of complaints on the 
quality of Ukrainian television programmes, it has apparently changed dur-
ing the past 10-14 years (cf. Laitin 1998:150). Previously, Ukrainians were 
used to watching the central news from Moscow, and this situation contin-
ued in that some Ukrainians, especially in the eastern parts, watched Russian 
television rather than Ukrainian. To some degree this was out of inertia – old 
habits die hard – and to some degree it would be a conscious choice. It was 
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also related to the fact that Russian television has had more resources and 
been more attractive in general. 

Table 5.3 Stated language preferences in media consumption (%) 
 
Mode/media 

Russian 
(mostly 
or only) 

Equally 
Russian and 
Ukrainian 

Ukrainian 
(mostly or 

only) 

Content is 
important 

Other 
languages 

n 

Reading 
Newspapers 59.1 24.7 4.2 11.9 0.1 797 
Fiction 60.5 23.6 4.2 11.7 0.1 797 
Professional 
literature 

60.9 18.3 8.6 10.9 1.2 798 

Television 
News 40.1 32.3 7.9 19.5 0.1 799 
Film 49.8 28.2 4.1 17.7 0.3 798 
Talk-show 45.9 30.6 4.4 19.1 0.0 795 
Musical 
programs 

46.5 29.9 3.8 19.2 0.6 796 

Radio 
News 46.4 28.7 5.8 19.2 0.0 798 
Debates 50.1 25.4 5.4 19.0 0.0 794 
Musical 
programs 

49.7 26.8 2.9 20.4 0.3 769 

A public opinion survey carried out in mid-1993 cited by Bohdan Hara-
symiw (2002:234) showed that Russian television had the “predominant 
influence on the informational space in Ukraine”. Among the respondents 
taking part in my survey, TV was the predominant source of information but 
according to the questionnaire, they chose Ukrainian TV. In fact, they re-
ported choosing the Ukrainian versions of all media over the Russian coun-
terparts; only Internet was more or less equal (see Appendix A). Even if a 
discussion on different media as sources for information is not directly re-
lated to the language issue, it is important in the sense that one’s attitudes 
and world view are also shaped by the information one seeks. Hence, it mat-
ters where information comes from and whose interests it serves. Media 
works as a political instrument and this includes the possibility of creating 
hindrances for other media actors. For instance the oppositional Ukrainian 
TV channel (with programmes in Ukrainian), Channel 5 (P’iatyi Kanal) was 
barred from large parts of the eastern and southern parts of Ukraine before 
the Presidential elections 2004. During the Orange Revolution, local TV 
channels in Kharkiv, such as 7 Kanal and Simon started broadcasting P’iatyi 
Kanal (interestingly, since Simon otherwise broadcasts the Russian channel 
NTV much of the time). In the Kharkiv area Russian media from Russia is 
largely available but even this situation of relying on Russian media in the 
borderland area might be undergoing change, especially after the Orange 
Revolution when the media in Ukraine (both locally and nationally) pro-
claimed that they were going to give “independent” and “objective” news 
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coverage or demanded that their Russian colleagues be honest and objective 
in their reporting from the Ukrainian Presidential elections (as did the 
Kharkiv news agency ATN in November 2004, see “Obrashchenie zhurnal-
istov ATN k rossiiskim SMI”). Zhurzhenko (2005) found during fieldwork 
and several visits to a village in the north of Kharkiv oblast’ near the Rus-
sian border that people watched Russian television to such an extent that the 
children in the village believed Vladimir Putin to be president of Ukraine, 
but that after the Orange Revolution even these villagers’ TV habits changed 
in favour of the Ukrainian television’s coverage of politics. This might be so 
since domestic affairs became both more important and interesting at that 
point, and that Russian TV would not provide adequate coverage of Ukrain-
ian affairs. I also noticed one example of this kind of reasoning during my 
fieldwork in October 2003, at the time of the Tuzla-crisis.164 The Russian 
channels in Russia were quiet about this affair for a longer time than the 
Ukrainian media and one acquaintance, originally from Russia and not 
Ukrainian-speaking, at least not actively, chose to watch Ukrainian news 
also in the Ukrainian language, since this was where this affair was talked 
about first. Thus, as she explained, in those situations where information is 
important, language does not matter. Of course depending on further politi-
cal developments in both Russia and Ukraine as well, this might mean that 
Ukrainian TV becomes more attractive in the long run than Russian – in-
creasingly state-controlled – TV. 

5.3.4 Language and the workplace 
Some of the questions in the questionnaire, asked more specifically about 
language practices at work165 and in which language the respondents com-
municate with Russian-speaking clients and Ukrainian-speaking clients re-
spectively. Table 5.4 presents the general language use in certain specific 
situations at the workplace. This also highlights the Russian language’s posi-
tion in society; respondents reported to predominantly use Russian at work. 
Even when approached in Ukrainian a rather large part of the respondents 
still reported to answering only or mostly in Russian. I found marked differ-
ences in language use depending on profession, age, and – most naturally – 
language competence (see Appendix B for further information). Yet, even 
                               
164 This was related to a border dispute between Russian and Ukraine over the island of Tuzla 
in October 2003. Russia intended to build a dam from mainland Russia to Tuzla, which is 
Ukrainian territory, and thus violating Ukraine’s borders. Part of the dispute, however, con-
cerned whether Tuzla really is Ukrainian territory. This incident was in some sense a prede-
cessor of reactions to what was seen as Russia’s meddling in Ukraine’s internal affairs during 
the Orange Revolution in 2004, as clumsy and “ignorant” remarks from Russian officials, 
such as the allegedly humorous threat to “drop a bomb” on Ukraine, were met with irritation 
or even hostility towards Russia and Russian authorities also from Russians living in Ukraine.  
165 If students did not have a work place as such, the university (place of study) would serve 
as an equivalent to a workplace. 

 180



among those with a self-reported high competence in Ukrainian, quite many 
would still use Russian when responding Ukrainian-speaking clients. Among 
those who had Ukrainian as their home language, on the other hand, more 
than 75 percent claimed to use only or mostly Ukrainian when approached 
by a Ukrainian-speaking client. Also among the younger ones and those who 
worked within the official sphere there was reported more use of Ukrainian 
with Ukrainians-speaking clients, probably mirroring on the one hand com-
petence, and on the other hand expectations on one in one’s professional 
role. These points will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 6 related to the 
notion of duty and in Chapter 8 where I will examine the practice of accom-
modation and the role of the setting. 

Table 5.4 Reported language use at work (%) 
 When ap-

proached by 
Russian-
speaking 

client 

When ap-
proached by 
Ukrainian-

speaking client 

Speak with 
manager 
at work 

Speak with 
colleagues at 

work 

In written 
documen-

tation 

Only Russian 79.7 24.7 63.8 63.7 18.3 
Mostly Russian 13.0 15.2 17.3 19.1 19.8 
Equally U/R 4.0 14.7 11.5 10.9 22.2 
Mostly Ukrainian 1.1 20.7 2.6 2.0 16.9 
Only Ukrainian 1.1 22.1 3.8 1.9 22.1 
Surzhyk 1.0 2.5 1.0 2.4 (other 

0.7) 
Total 
n 

100 
797 

100 
796 

100 
793 

100 
791 

100 
787 

Note: See Appendix B for additional data on language use when approached by 
Ukrainian-speaking client. 

As seen in Table 5.4, the predominant use of Russian changed when it came 
to the question on language use in written documentation, where the Ukrain-
ian language was reportedly used to a much higher degree, thus reflecting 
the more widespread use of Ukrainian in documentation. The question relat-
ing to language use at work was examined in even more detail by examining 
these questions according to professional groups. This showed a pattern 
where the respondents in the non-official category were the ones who re-
ported to use the Ukrainian language less than other groups, and the distance 
is greatest to respondents in the official category. However, because of the 
low n in these sub-categories, this can only be mentioned as a possible ten-
dency. Thus, the pattern that appeared when these data were analysed by 
professional sub-categories, three groups (official and the two groups of 
students) claimed in general to use Ukrainian somewhat more than the two 
other groups. It may well be assumed that the three former groups were more 
exposed to Ukrainian due to the nature of their work tasks and studies. With 
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respect to written documentation this pattern was very clear as more than 
half the official group reported to use only Ukrainian, while in the non-
official group this figure was only 8.1 percent, with an additional 14.2 per-
cent claiming to use mostly Ukrainian, as seen in Table 5.5 below. The stu-
dents were spread rather evenly among the different alternatives but with 
Russian only as the most infrequently cited alternative. Hence, according to 
these figures, the Russian language may not be the totally dominant lan-
guage in the university environment, yet it is important to underline that this 
refers to written language, not spoken. It is also interesting to notice the uni-
formity of the two groups of students. More than 30 percent of the students 
in both groups claimed to be using only Ukrainian or mostly Ukrainian in 
writing. There were not any major differences between students in the hu-
manities and in technical/natural sciences when it came to reported language 
use in writing, thus considering technical/natural sciences as a domain where 
use of the Russian language is much more frequent than in other subjects 
may not hold entirely in all instances. 

Table 5.5. Written language at work (by profession, %) 

 Official Semi-official Non-official Hum. Students Tech. Students 

Only Russian 15.6 18.2 41.2 8.2 12.3 
Mostly Russian 13.3 14.5 12.8 26.7 25.6 
Equally Ukr/Rus 8.9 18.2 23.6 26.2 26.7 
Mostly Ukrainian 10.0 26.4 14.2 17.9 13.3 
Only Ukrainian 52.2 20.8 8.1 20.5 21.5 
Other 0.0 1.9 0.0 0.5 0.5 
Total 
N                               

100 
90 

100 
159 

100 
148 

100 
195 

100 
195 

Note: Eta = .262**, significant at .01 or 99 percent level.  

In interviews, this phenomenon of using the Ukrainian language in docu-
mentation was discussed in different ways. Either, as some of the students 
claimed, one must know Ukrainian in order to do one’s job, or, as was 
claimed by someone who works: there is one person at the department who 
knows Ukrainian and gets the task of filling in all documents. Or, as one 
other interviewee explained, when there are commercials to be written only 
she and one other person of her own age who studied at the same university 
can actually do it, because the other colleagues do not know Ukrainian (at 
least not sufficiently well) (journalist, b. 1975, March 2005, in Russian and 
Ukrainian). Requirements on Ukrainian as language of education will thus 
depend on what happens in other domains and to what degree the educa-
tional system interacts with the labour market in upholding (or promoting) 
the value of one or more languages (Bourdieu 1991, cf. Loos 2000). Since 
Ukrainian is the only state language in Ukraine, it is supposed to be the only 
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one used in certain domains (e.g. state administration), and this will demand 
at least second-language use from some part of the population. For instance, 
some of the interviewees in Kharkiv claimed that Ukrainian would be indis-
pensable for their future careers. Even though this may not be the case, if 
people believe so, this will provide them with incentives to learn or keep up 
knowledge of the language. This aspect thus concerns not only how the edu-
cational institutions interact with the labour market at present, but also how 
people expect or assume that the labour market may change or that new de-
mands may be put forth in the future. In some instances the Ukrainian lan-
guage was conceived of as a prerequisite at the workplace, but on the other 
hand, this may be restricted to only a few persons, thus exempting others 
from demands of knowing and using Ukrainian. This point will be discussed 
in more detail in the following chapter. 

5.4 Conclusion 
Even though the figures cited above obviously said nothing about the extent 
to which the Ukrainian and Russian languages were actually used in differ-
ent domains in Kharkiv, they reveal something about how the language 
situation was perceived and how it can be described. First I examined atti-
tudes to language regulations which showed that respondents were prone to 
endorse both the idea that the state should take part in preserving the Russian 
language while at the same time supporting the Ukrainian language. This 
corresponds with the results presented in the first table, where respondents 
were dispersed among the response alternatives to the question on the scope 
of use and status of Russian and Ukrainian, hence not showing one uniform 
or univocal line among the respondents with respect to this question. It thus 
seemed that the actual label of “state language” was not necessarily sought 
for the Russian language, as long as one would still be able to use it. This 
may account for why there was some scepticism towards state language 
regulations, it may have been perceived as possibly upsetting a functional 
and stable language situation in which Russian is the dominant language. 
Yet, at the same time it was clear that respondents were less positive to let-
ting the local authorities take the responsibility for language regulations, 
again pointing to some scepticism to measures that might be interpreted as 
being positive for the Russian language, which may seem paradoxical in this 
part of the country. This may be a result of the large part of young respon-
dents, since the younger generation was more positive towards measures 
promoting Ukrainian and being tolerable of Russian without necessarily 
enhancing its status or the scope of its use. The younger ones were also 
somewhat more prone to say that they use the Ukrainian language in writing 
and in interaction with Ukrainian-speakers. On the other hand, ideas about 
the Russian language as a symbol of Russian-Ukrainian commonality, and 
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its long history in Ukrainian territory and place of the Russian language in 
Ukrainian and culture were also acceptable to a majority of the respondents, 
when asked to agree with one of two contrasting statements on these issues. 
Some representatives of the younger generation would argue for more active 
use of language regulations for inducing change, and respondents belonging 
to the younger generation were also in general more positive to the future of 
the Ukrainian language, whereas no generational differences were found in 
relation to the Russian language. Even though there was a general tendency 
among respondents to express a belief that Ukrainian will be used more in 
the future, this belief may have more impact on the youngest since this may 
be related to the idea of utility of Ukrainian potentially growing, hence creat-
ing incentives for younger people to learn and also use Ukrainian more ex-
tensively. 

Clearly, the respondents did not perceive of the Ukrainian language as 
dominant in any of the domains I asked about here. Yet, in correspondence 
with field observations, as well as other researchers’ findings and official 
data, the respondents also perceived language use as differing from one do-
main to another. The greatest differences were found between the school 
system, where Ukrainian was perceived as relatively frequent in comparison 
with Russian, to the cultural sphere where Russian was perceived as the 
clearly predominant language. It was thus clear that the cultural sphere and 
academia were the two domains where respondents still perceived Russian to 
be clearly dominant. I will return to some of these issues later, both in rela-
tion to the theme of the next chapter on why some argue that Ukrainian 
ought to be used by certain groups of people or in certain settings, and in 
Chapter 8 on the practice of accommodation and how Russian-speakers most 
often seem to be accommodated linguistically, as was seen in the question on 
language practices related to the workplace above. One assumption was that 
depending on whether someone endorses the attempted changes, the ration-
ale or the ideology behind language regulations, or not, that person will hold 
positive or negative attitudes towards these regulations. Furthermore, as 
there are different responses to both past and anticipated change (Mitchell 
2005), regulations will be endorsed or rejected differently by restorers, ac-
celerators, supporters or resisters. These matters will be addressed in the 
following chapter where I will continue with a discussion on language man-
agement. 
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6 Language management between duty and 
coercion 

In the previous chapter I discussed perceptions of the language situation and 
attitudes to language regulations, and in this chapter I will continue with the 
latter point. In particular, I will relate this discussion to the motives of in-
strumentality and integration. I will focus on talk about (state) language 
regulations and private language management, and examine how this talk is 
related to issues of encouragement on the one hand and coercion on the 
other. Some themes that have been elicited from the interview sessions con-
cerned how language management could and should affect language prac-
tices; the interviewees talked about the role of incentives, what kind of in-
centives should be put forth, and why. Furthermore, these discussions also 
touched upon issues such as conceptions of “duty” versus “coercion”; what 
may or may not be reasons for people in Kharkiv to comply or not comply 
with what people perceive of as constituting official language policies. 
Hence, here the motive of ideology should also be included in the analysis 
since this may influence perceptions of “good” and “bad” language man-
agement, “correct” and “incorrect” language policies. Various ideologies 
may provide a rationale for arguing for one or the other standpoint as to why 
certain actions should be taken or not. This discussion will then concern both 
pragmatic and idealistic dimensions to language usage and thus connecting 
this to the concept of utility. The main dimensions I will discuss in this chap-
ter are pragmatism, idealism and duty, which may be said to represent the 
tension between the motives of instrumentality and integration. 

6.1 Incentives: Enhancing utility 
I discussed in Chapter 4 how interpretations and presentations of the lan-
guage situation in Kharkiv vary to a great extent, and I will continue the 
discussion of this issue in the following sections. While some of the inter-
viewees claimed that there is too much pressure on them from the state’s 
side to change their language usage, especially in situations related to work, 
others believed that there is actually too little pressure, and also asked for 
more clear-cut demands. Underneath these discussions we find the issue of 
incentives – or what is seen as a lack of incentives. In relation to this issue I 
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will examine what kind of incentives the interviewees talked about, how 
possible implementation of these was depicted and discussed, and which 
domains incentives were related to. According to the analysis of the inter-
views, varying types of rationales were given in the talk about incentives. 
Some of the students demanded more stimuli from the state in order to in-
duce the Ukrainian population to learn the Ukrainian language. In their 
minds, it has not been given priority in many people’s lives because there are 
no incentives to learn it, for instance in terms of higher salaries, as a factor 
for career movement or for better prospects in general. On the contrary – the 
students held that there will be more to gain from learning foreign languages 
as English or German, and then, there is “no time left” for the Ukrainian 
language. On the other hand, Bilaniuk (2005:96) reports that people she met 
were “frustrated that opportunities were being closed to them because they 
did not speak Ukrainian. Knowledge of Ukrainian became particularly nec-
essary for people entering the job market in the media, in education, and in 
business that had dealings with the Ukrainian-speaking diaspora” – and 
some of these voices were present in my material as well. 

The issues discussed will be examined by referring to the concept of util-
ity, which has both an economic and a non-economic side to it. As men-
tioned in Chapter 2, utility refers to the notion of language as a form of eco-
nomic and cultural capital, given that languages may be perceived as having 
both economic and non-economic, social utility. Utility is thus coupled to an 
idea about language as a commodity, e.g. by facilitating access to the labour 
market. The non-economic aspect of utility refers to the way knowledge of a 
language facilitates travelling and opens cultural horizons, and provides ac-
cess to modern communications media (O’Keefe 2001). Some of the inter-
viewees expressed a desire for the Ukrainian language to be associated more 
with these aspects of utility. Moreover, some of them claimed that state ac-
tions must be part of this process. This is related to another main theme to be 
discussed in the following sections; namely how some of the respondents 
believe that the utility associated with the Ukrainian language may be in-
creased. Whereas some interviewees regarded this as a process that must 
move according to its own pace (going on for generations, if necessary), and 
not be related to acts of coercion, but rather depend on the individual’s own 
good will and actual needs, other interviewees actually advocated quite harsh 
coercive measures. Economic utility will be connected to the motive of in-
strumentality, and non-economic, social utility will be discussed in relation 
to the motive of integration. These issues are closely related to private lan-
guage management and discussions on why one should learn a certain lan-
guage or not, but also who should in that case be obliged to do this.  
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6.1.1 Language and mobility 
When interviewees discussed incentives in relation to purposes of a language 
and to learning a language, their talk focused on mobility in different ways; 
social (career wise), mental or cultural (getting to know other ways of think-
ing) and geographical (going abroad). I have inserted quite a long quotation 
from one student with follow-up comments from fellow students since the 
reasoning around the issue of language management both on a personal and 
a societal level was clarifying in this excerpt and different viewpoints were 
brought forth. This passage starts out from the point where one student 
talked about the use of Russian and Ukrainian in relation to the surrounding 
society. Here she blamed society for promoting Russian and demoting 
Ukrainian (cf. other students quoted in Section 8.2), “making” people speak 
Russian while leaving usage of Ukrainian to be a concern for every individ-
ual and his or her conscience. 

She thus reiterated perspectives making Russian a natural part of, so to 
speak, normal life, of general society, whereas Ukrainian was made to repre-
sent the anomalous, or the marginal (cf. Zolotar’ov cited in Ch. 4). She por-
trayed her own use of Ukrainian in some instances as a conscious opposition 
to Russian-speaking society on her part. At the same time she excused others 
who do not know Ukrainian as well as she does since the Russian language 
has been “imposed” on them, thus underlining how the concept of power 
may be associated with the Russian language – it can be “imposed”, while at 
the same time she claimed that no one can “push” anyone to learn Ukrainian. 
Parallel to this she also brought up a theme concerning structural hindrances, 
or as she expressed it, “objective reasons” explaining why someone might 
not learn a language. That way she eased the individual’s responsibility, 
claiming that it is not her friend’s fault that he does not speak Ukrainian as 
well as she does – “circumstances” are to blame. Yet, she also claimed that 
“everyone motivates themselves”, thus nevertheless leaving responsibility 
for languages practices at the level of the individual. The discussion then 
moved over to focus more on why the students believed the Ukrainian lan-
guage is considered “unattractive” to so many, comparing this with other 
languages. 

 
Student 2: Really, it is like there are objective reasons [for not knowing a 

language]. It is not [his] fault that he knows Ukrainian worse than I, say; 
the circumstances were just like that. Historically it turned out that way, a 
person can know a language only if he himself wants to. And if he does 
not want to, no one can push him to that. The society, on the contrary, im-
poses the Russian language on him, and the Ukrainian language is the per-
sonal desire of every person. If I want to learn [Ukrainian], I am going to 
learn it. I may not use it where I am not understood, but that does not 
mean that they are going to impose their opinion on me and I am going to 
speak Russian everywhere. That is, it is on the level of the consciousness. 
Everyone motivates themselves. 
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Student 1: No, I believe that lack of knowledge of a language is not the rea-
son why it is not used. Because if we wanted to know the language well, 
we would have learnt it, if there was a necessity to use it. We just don’t 
have any such necessity to use the Ukrainian language now. 

Student 2: Just like we learn English – why? – because we make ourselves 
[learn it]. We know that it is useful and necessary, and therefore we do it. 
/…/ Well, [it is useful and necessary] because of, firstly, contact, it is not 
like we want to sit around all life in our little [sic] country and not see the 
world. Every person wants to see the world, for sure. And secondly, it is 
another culture. When you start thinking in English then you start to un-
derstand that people are nonetheless different, and every language is an-
other culture. When you understand another culture, you also become 
richer and become more developed. Well, they say that if you know a lan-
guage, the criterion for knowing a language, you can write a poem in it. 
When you start writing poems, then you already think in a different way. 
You perceive the world in a different way./…/ 

Student 3: You know what is very interesting, when finishing school, for in-
stance we, my generation, my age, we know Russian better than anything. 
Then next, to some degree, for instance, I know Ukrainian, and then next, 
we know the English language, because English is the most important for-
eign language in all schools. And then we want to become for instance a 
political scientist [politolog], we want to know languages. And then what 
do we do? Do we learn Ukrainian, bring it to the level of Russian, or [do 
we learn] English and bring it to the level of Russian? Ninety-nine percent 
stop learning Ukrainian and begin learning English. Then one comes to a 
certain level of knowledge of the English language. Then what does one 
do? The person is not even going bring the level of Ukrainian up to the 
level of English or to the level of Russian, but start to learn German from 
scratch and try to bring German to the level of knowledge of English. And 
then one reasons. One may learn a third language or one may bring the 
[knowledge of] English or German a bit higher, and the Ukrainian lan-
guage will stay put on the same level where we ended in [high] school. 

Student 2: It comes around to the same: there are no stimuli. If you want to be 
in Europe, you have to know English. That is a stimulus. And who needs 
Ukrainian, that’s not clear, [there are] no stimuli. 

Student 4: Well, there you said it yourself: “You want to be in Europe, learn 
English”. Something like “You want to be in Ukraine – learn the Ukrain-
ian language” does not exist. 

(Students, water ecology, b. 1983-1984, October 2003, in Russian). 

The first student’s statements were challenged by the next person speaking, 
saying that it is not really a question of whether people have not learnt a 
specific language because another language has been “imposed” on them. 
The reason, as this student put it, is that there is simply no necessity to learn 
Ukrainian. What is particularly interesting to notice in this excerpt is the 
more pragmatic side to the language situation, especially in contrast to some 
of the statements that will be discussed later when the question of identity is 
brought into the picture. Here, considerations of the Ukrainian language as a 
symbol of the Ukrainian state or the Ukrainian nation were sidestepped. 
Rather, these students went straight to what may be the core of the issue for 
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many people; why bother learning a language that one does not need to use? 
Particularly when other, foreign, languages are important to learn. Here, 
some kind of cost-benefit calculations entered the discussion; if time should 
be spent on learning languages, one of the students estimated that “ninety-
nine percent” would choose a language that may help them in their career. In 
that respect, the Ukrainian language was talked about as having little to offer 
in contrast to English or German, thus echoing Zolotar’ov (2003) cited in 
Chapter 4, implying that knowledge Ukrainian does not lead to success. 
Thus, this discussion pointed to the different functions of a language; the 
communicative and the symbolic, and in this instance the communicative 
and “economic”, pragmatic aspect was emphasised. Yet, another element 
was interwoven in the discussion in this excerpt, namely that of a cultural, 
non-economic, dimension of learning another language. As pointed out in 
the quotation above, one may become a “part of Europe” with a knowledge 
of English (first and foremost, but they also referred to other European lan-
guages), practically, of course, but also symbolically. That aspect was again 
underlined by the last comment – this student felt that this dimension is lack-
ing with respect to the Ukrainian language – one does not “need” the Ukrain-
ian language to be part of the Ukrainian society, neither communicatively 
nor symbolically. 

6.1.2 Economic and non-economic utility 
This brief examination illustrates how different kinds of motivation were 
discussed in this excerpt. I propose to relate these primarily to the two mo-
tives of instrumentality and integration in the subsequent analysis, i.e. either 
the desire to improve skills or the desire to empathise with a certain country 
or community (Ager 2003).166 I base this on the talk about, firstly, a material 
or economic dimension, that learning a language may advance your career 
prospects, making the language in a sense a commodity in itself and there-
fore a skill to improve. The students talked about knowing a certain language 
as positive for one’s prospects, here exemplified by references to English as 
a language that represents useful knowledge if one aims at a specific career. 
Without a doubt, English holds a specific position as the most used foreign 
language in the entire world, but in this talk here, learning English (and other 
foreign languages) was portrayed as being in opposition to learning Ukrain-
ian, that there will invariably be a process of choosing involved, since time 
and money are limited. The reasoning here positioned Ukrainian on the loos-
ing end, since it bears no connotation of being “useful” or “necessary” the 
same way English was perceived to be. Hence, as long as no perceived need 

                               
166 Yet, what is special in this case is that the “desire to empathise” is actually directed to-
wards one’s “own group” through learning what is considered one’s “own language”, one’s 
native language – as was pointed out by several of the students. 
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to know a language exists, one is not inclined to invest time in learning it, as 
was pointed out in several instances of the interviews. This aspect will be 
discussed further below as well. The impact of material incentives in lan-
guage revival are discussed by Cooper (1989:108) when he points out that a 
difference between the attempted revival of Irish in Ireland and of Hebrew in 
Israel was that there were clear material incentives for the Irish to retain 
English and relatively few material incentives to learn Irish, while “material 
incentives clearly promoted the spread of Hebrew once it emerged as the 
Jews’ principal lingua franca.” These students reasoned in a similar way: as 
long as they do not experience material incentives motivating them to ex-
pand their working knowledge of Ukrainian, they would rather invest time 
and money in learning foreign languages that may “pay off”. One of the 
students explained it the following way, pointing out that, for many, the 
Ukrainian language must be learnt the same way foreign languages are, and 
then not everyone would be interested in investing in that – only those who 
can afford to see this as “prestigious”. 

Already here with us it is possible to see that Ukrainian became like a second 
language, for instance like English, that is – if you want to master it – take 
classes, but classes are expensive, that is to learn your own language is be-
coming expensive now. Those who understand this, they spend any amount 
of money [liubye den’gi] for, well, [it is] prestigious to know Ukrainian. 
Those who do not understand, think “so, for what do I need to know that 
[language]?” (Student, water ecology, b. 1983-84, October 2003, in Russian). 

This point is related to the discussion of the symbolic value of Ukrainian, 
which I will return to, i.e., that some people conceive of and believe that 
Ukrainian is inherently more “valuable” as it is the national language of 
Ukrainians and the language of the Ukrainian state. What was remarkable 
though was how many of the students talked about Ukrainian in terms of 
being “our own”, or “one’s own” language, while at the same time referring 
to people who do not master it or who do not use it, including themselves, 
but seldom questioning this discrepancy. Clearly, not all who believe in the 
“necessity” of using the Ukrainian language are willing to, or feel they have 
the opportunity to, act on these beliefs, e.g., learn and actively use the lan-
guage. This is related to the additional dimension in the reasoning about 
languages expressed in the excerpt above, concerning the non-economic 
aspect of utility, i.e. how knowledge of a language may facilitate going 
abroad or be a gateway to other cultures. I would thus see this discussion in 
relation to the motives of integration and identity as well; the desire to empa-
thise with others, an experience of taking part of culture, opting for member-
ship in a certain (cultural/linguistic) community, forming an identity on the 
basis of the language one knows or is in the process of learning (cf. Pomer-
antz 2001). One of the students referred to these aspects when she explained 
why English is a “useful and necessary” language; it makes it possible to 
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travel out of Ukraine, in the direction of western Europe, and it opens for an 
understanding of other cultures, other world views. Hence, learning English 
(or other languages spoken in Europe) may be seen as a way of acquiring a 
more “European identity”, becoming integrated in European ways of think-
ing and seeing the world. Otherwise, she had a possibility of emphasising 
that with a knowledge of Russian, similar options are at hand, as other inter-
viewees pointed out, claiming that Russian could still be seen as a world 
language and that it also facilitates travel. Still, she indicated that she be-
lieved it could no longer be used the same way as before, delimiting the util-
ity of Russian somewhat. 

Yes, eastern Europe knows Russian. For eastern Europe, generally speaking, 
I consider that it is an international language in which one may communicate 
freely [obshchatsia svobodno]. For instance, I know English poorly. /../ in 
Poland, Hungary – they know Russian, therefore it is possible to communi-
cate freely [with them]. Yet, now already, few learn it, but before Russian 
was learnt everywhere (Student, radio physics, b. 1985, October 2003, in 
Russian). 

The position of Russian as a world language and as a “mediating language” 
in meetings with other cultures is part of the rhetoric concerning arguments 
why Russian should have a more prominent place in contemporary Ukraine 
(cf. Zhurzhenko n.d). Yet, for this argument to be valid one must be inter-
ested in going where Russian works as a mediating language. In the talk 
about Europe rendered above, without mentioning the Russian language, the 
student made it invalid since it does not facilitate travel in the, so to speak, 
right direction; Russian will not be mediating in relation to the “European” 
culture she talked about. Nevertheless, even though Russian as a world lan-
guage may be on the losing end in comparison with English, when the utility 
of Russian was compared with that of Ukrainian, Russian was undoubtedly 
perceived as the language that provides the most opportunities outside 
Ukraine (cf. Table 8.1 where 5.4 percent of the respondents associated 
Ukrainian and 41.9 percent associated Russian respectively with being an 
“international language”) as well as inside. Here follows one example of 
how the relative status of Russian and English, on the one hand, and Ukrain-
ian, on the other hand, are described in an international context. This discus-
sion will also be continued in Chapter 9 in relation to image and the status 
and position of Ukraine and the Ukrainian language internationally. 

This remained from those times when there was the USA and the USSR, 
when there were two such huge states, still since those times, Russian has 
remained, is understood somewhere and somewhat abroad, and Ukrainian – 
nowhere. And it is offensive how, in some countries where they even come 
and ask … “I am from Ukraine” – “So, what’s that?” They don’t even know 
that such a state exists, not about their language. And Russia, you just say: 
“Russia”, yes, they know Russian language, somewhere they’ve heard it, un-
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derstand it. Like a second world language of communication, international, 
after English (Student, philology, b. 1984, March 2005, in Russian). 

Returning to the quote above, when the students talked about the situation 
closer to home, however, the factors cited as the reasons for learning English 
were conspicuously missing with reference to Ukrainian, as was alluded to 
in the last comment. This person picked up on the remark that there are no 
demands to know Ukrainian to “be a part of Ukraine” in the same way one 
needs to learn English in order to “be part of Europe”, i.e. to communicate, 
understand another culture, or take part of another way of thinking. Thus, 
this student claimed that in addition to the lack of material incentives for 
learning Ukrainian, there are no “cultural requirements” for learning the 
language. Some may interpret this as a positive trait of Ukrainian contempo-
rary society, that the issue of integration (in terms of taking part of culture, 
taking part in societal life) does not depend on the Ukrainian language. To 
this person, however, this situation was negative, provided that this creates a 
rationale for people in general not to learn or use Ukrainian – a knowledge 
of Ukrainian yields neither economic nor cultural capital, and hence, no 
symbolic power. In that way individual and structural dimensions become 
intertwined when the motive of instrumentality is under scrutiny, historical-
structural factors affect individual language practices and individual lan-
guage management. Yet, as will be clear from subsequent chapters, the 
Ukrainian language can play an important role in relation to the motives of 
identity and image; thus language beliefs may not be affected in the same 
way by such historical-structural factors, as language managements seems to 
be. In other words, one may hold certain beliefs out of a certain conviction 
but not act upon these beliefs since certain norms or some prevailing lan-
guage ideology may feel like a hindrance. This is a theme I will return to in 
Chapter 8.  

6.2 Career moves and the economic aspect 
In this section I will delve even deeper into the issues concerning the eco-
nomic aspect of utility and how instrumentality as a motive for language 
practices and language spread may be examined in the case of Kharkiv. 
Some of the older persons, who were already working, also had clear ideas 
about the necessity of knowing Ukrainian for making a career, even in 
Kharkiv. In the quotation below, utility in an economic sense was high-
lighted as one of the persons emphasised that learning the Ukrainian lan-
guage would be only for the sake of work, not because he really would want 
to learn it. This might also be regarded as a highly hypothetical situation 
since, at another point during the interview (as cited on p. 229), he envisaged 
himself without a job if demands on knowledge of the Ukrainian language 
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for his position were to be put forth. This person held generally negative 
attitudes towards what he experienced as “forced Ukrainianisation,” label-
ling it an “anti-popular policy” conducted by the state against the Ukrainian 
people. Hence, he rather utilised a rhetoric expressing resistance in other 
parts of the interview. He also dismissed motives such as (cultural) integra-
tion for learning Ukrainian, by emphasising a common Ukrainian-Russian 
culture and the “natural” place of Russian in Ukraine, thus reproducing the 
discourse on equal rights as rationale for his continued usage of Russian, and 
his resistance towards “forced Ukrainianisation”. In some sense, this left him 
with a motive of instrumentality, which made learning Ukrainian a possible 
object of consideration if this might ameliorate or at least hinder deteriora-
tion of his situation. In that way he appeared as a “reluctant resister” to 
change. In principle he resisted change, but he admitted that he could go 
along “nominally” in order to keep his job – hence his emphasis on the ele-
ment of coercion that he saw in this situation. 

 
T: We can do that [learn the Ukrainian language] nominally, for the sake of 

our career, for the sake of our jobs. 
J: And the majority then, do it for the sake of their careers. 
T: Not because we like it…/…/ 
J: Exactly here [in Kharkiv the knowledge of Ukrainian has even become a 

prestigious career aspect now]. Not one bureaucrat makes a career if he 
does not know good Ukrainian. You cannot “move” anywhere if you 
don’t know the Ukrainian language  

(University teacher in history (T) b. 1963 and journalist (J) b. 1962, October 
2003, in Russian). 

In this passage the aspect of mobility is raised again, this time referring to 
social mobility and making a career. The students cited above talked of mo-
bility partly as geographical or mental mobility with regards to western 
European languages, becoming a part of Europe or moving closer to Europe 
through the knowledge of a foreign language. One of the interviewees cited 
here claimed that also the Ukrainian language may be associated with mobil-
ity, something that far from all of the students agreed with. If the Ukrainian 
language was talked about as facilitating social mobility, this was rather 
associated with political power or academic elites in Kyiv (cf. Sövik 2006a) 
than the situation in Kharkiv. However, this person limited herself to men-
tioning “bureaucrats” in this example; thus she did not argue that everybody 
in Kharkiv needs to know Ukrainian in order to make a career. Yet, I believe 
that stressing requirements of Ukrainian even in Kharkiv could be an indica-
tion of a generational difference. Persons who belong to the generation the 
journalist represents may feel more threatened by the prospect of the Ukrain-
ian language becoming a job-requirement. The generation the students be-
long to, on the other hand, sees it as more natural and less frightening, so to 
speak, because they are used to the idea that they (might) have to know 
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Ukrainian. To a certain degree, some of the students also regretted that they 
believe that it is in fact not in demand, as will be discussed further below. 

However, the journalist cited above also discussed the same point that 
some of the students brought forth, namely the lack of economic incentives. 
She talked about language courses as something that could be economically 
costly for the individual, and pointed out that one serious problem was that 
people were simply expected to learn Ukrainian during their spare time, after 
working hours, and without any kind of compensation. In some cases this 
would mean that people would lose income from a potential second job 
while going to evening classes, and in the worst cases one would even have 
to pay quite a lot for learning the Ukrainian language, she said. Thus, as one 
of the students cited above pointed to, the question of learning Ukrainian 
may become reduced to an issue of whether it is practical or worth the time 
and money (i.e., instrumentality) – not concerning the question of why learn-
ing Ukrainian should be considered important in terms of “belonging” and 
sense of commonality (i.e., integration). This argument is consistent with a 
“discourse of practicality” that Bilaniuk (2005:15) discusses, writing that 
“[p]eople who did not have strong political or cultural convictions argued 
that it was impractical in times of economic crisis to expend effort to change 
language use.” According to Bilaniuk these “discourses of practicality also 
had political implications; for they strove to mask the fact that the definition 
of a social order and cultural values was at stake in the determination of lan-
guage statuses.” I believe this was the concern of some of the students I in-
terviewed, when they emphasised that Ukrainian was not needed to be “part 
of Ukraine” and, hence, that Ukrainian language and related, literature and 
culture, were always placed second to Russian (or English), not only interna-
tionally but also internally.   

When possible stimuli were discussed, the concern with having to pay for 
language courses was also mentioned by one of the other students. 

If there is some kind of support from the government’s side, the state, then 
there could absolutely be courses. There was the example of Israel, if you 
want to go to Israel, learn [the language], it is even free. And here courses in 
Ukrainian cost the same amount as courses in English, other foreign lan-
guages (Student, water ecology, b. 1983-84, October 2003, in Russian). 

The claim that language courses in Ukrainian are as costly as courses in for-
eign languages was met with the comment that if one has to pay to learn 
Ukrainian, “then it would be better to learn German”. Thus, utility was first 
and foremost measured in economic terms; German was considered an asset 
worth investing both time and money in, while Ukrainian, on the other hand, 
was not perceived as an asset or “necessary” in that same way. The state-
ment above related to what was said previously during the interview, when 
one of the other students claimed that in Israel, language courses were both 
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free and obligatory; “You just arrive there and you start the courses immedi-
ately” – hence, also referring to the motive of integration, where learning 
Hebrew is not only expected from newcomers to Israel, but where opportuni-
ties to learn are also provided for (Cooper 1989:62-63, 84). Apparently, such 
state-sponsored language courses in Ukrainian and more active promotion of 
the language was an appealing idea to some of these students, claiming that 
this is a way of “educating the nation” that “they” (i.e. the authorities) are 
obliged to do. The claim was that Ukrainian was something one should not 
have to pay for; after all it is “our own language”. If one does not have the 
necessary competence, it should be provided by the authorities so that it will 
not become a language that only those with enough money or “national con-
sciousness” will or can afford to learn. Hence, one may say that some stu-
dents found that lack of management on the authorities’ part led to “non-
management” in the lives of individuals. Language practices stay the same, 
in spite of language beliefs that may be expected to encourage and motive 
learning and using the Ukrainian language more. I will discuss some of the 
language beliefs in the following section, which take us back to the motives 
of integration and identity. 

6.3 Do the right thing: The notion of duty and 
language practices 

Many of the respondents talked about “duty” in relation to language usage, 
which was connected to an idea that one should express a national identity 
through language practices. Since the Ukrainian language held a symbolic 
value for many of the interviewees as an indication of their “Ukrainianness”, 
the perception of duty in relation to language practices became important. 
Language practices could be related to the notion of duty in different ways, 
but primarily along two main lines; it was interrelated with either being a 
representative of the Ukrainian state or being a member of the Ukrainian 
nation (predominantly in ethnic terms). I would thus argue that the general 
discussion of duty relates to both ethnic and civic conceptions of “being 
Ukrainian”, since these arguments relate both to “being born” a Ukrainian 
and to living in Ukraine. I propose to examine the theme of duty in terms of 
motives relating to identity and image (i.e. how one looks upon oneself and 
how other people’s expectations should be met), integration (language use as 
a means for becoming part of a certain community) and ideology (rationale 
or justifications mentioned when discussing these themes). This falls into 
discussions on the role of language as a way of creating a “community of 
communication” (Wright 2000), and conceiving of a language as a “badge of 
inclusion” as discussed in Chapter 2. This becomes linked to processes of 
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forming and expressing a national identity based on language as one of the 
features of this identity. Here language would function as a common trait of 
a particular group – but it must also be recognised and made use of as some-
thing that distinguishes this group from others, hence the occasional empha-
sis on the Ukrainian language as a boundary marker, a theme I will return to 
in Chapter 9. Finally, this is clearly interrelated with the idea of nation-state 
congruence, and that cultural identity but even state independence can be 
preserved through a commitment to the Ukrainian language. Yet, the scope 
and object of this commitment varied, and this is what I will examine in the 
following part. 

 

 
Illustration 6.1 Outside the military academy in Kharkiv: promoting loyalty in the 
Ukrainian language. The first poster states that the duty of Ukrainian citizens is the 
defence of the fatherland, independence and territorial unity, while the second poster 
proclaims the armed forces to be the guarantor of Ukraine’s independence. It would 
be unimaginable to see such statements in the Russian language at this point due to 
the double role of the Ukrainian language as symbol of the state and the nation.167 
Photos: the author. 

For several interviewees the Ukrainian language was so intimately connected 
to the Ukrainian state, or the conception of the nation-state, that many of 
them considered that state officials and civil servants must be Ukrainian-
speaking, at least in professional life. Hence, the object of commitment was 

                               
167 Incidentally, as a comment to the dicsussion on incentives, Kuzio (1998:197) reported that 
the Dean of the Military University in Kharkiv “offered to increase the salaries of any officer 
cadets if they exclusively used the Ukrainian language. Overnight the university was 
‘Ukrainianised’.” I heard nothing about this during my fieldwork.   

 196



often defined as persons who in one way or the other represent the Ukrainian 
state, i.e. as a politician, who work as a civil servant or government em-
ployee. The scope of commitment was defined in different ways, but there 
was a general notion that these persons must at least know – but preferably 
use – the Ukrainian language as part of their professional role and as a proof 
of their loyalty to the state. Vice versa, not speaking Ukrainian or showing 
no interest in using it might then be looked upon as an act of disloyalty (cf. 
Tollefson 1991, Wright 2004, Spolsky 2004) by those who see the use of 
Ukrainian as a prerequisite of representing the state (cf. discussion in Ch. 9). 
Language was thus conceived of as a symbol for allegiance to the Ukrainian 
state by means of using the state language. An example of this line of argu-
ment is seen in the quotation below; one may speak whatever language one 
wishes in one’s private life but at work as a government official, the state 
language should be the language of communication. If for no other reason, at 
least in order to comply with the law on languages, this ought to be carried 
out so that the Ukrainian language will not be undermined in its position as 
the state language. The interviewee cited below maintained that Russians 
would go to great lengths to avoid using the Ukrainian language, in spite of 
language regulations saying otherwise. 

I have [such an] the impression that for many Russians it would have been 
better to be violated, than to learn the Ukrainian language.168 They regard 
that as a principle. That already says [something] about some deviation from 
the development. Thus, the situation is very deplorable, because many state 
officials do not follow the law on language. And that law calls for: you must 
know the state language if you work in a state institution. Nobody will pro-
hibit you to speak whatever language at home, in daily life, at the market. 
But, when you are in service, you have to speak and understand it too. And 
sometimes you see [something of] such a hostile attitude, if not indifference, 
that is they do not understand you (Teacher in business Ukrainian, b. 1949, 
October 2003, in Ukrainian). 

In some instances, university teachers also explicitly talked about themselves 
as public servants [derzhavnyi sluzhbovets]. This designation was specifi-
cally linked to language use, i.e. when explaining the use of Ukrainian at 
work they motivated this by pointing to their role as a state employee. The 
main argument was that since they work for state institutions it is an obliga-
tion to teach in Ukrainian since this is the state language. One teacher at the 
Pharmaceutical University in Kharkiv explained her teaching in Ukrainian 
by claiming that it is her “civic duty to assist the students in mastering the 
[Ukrainian] language.” Similarly, another university teacher explained her 
position the following way: 

                               
168 This is a reference to a statement made by the character tiotia Motia in Mykola Kulish’ 
play Myna Mazailo (Kulish 2002 [1929]:159), cf. Section 4.4.1 on Myna Mazailo. 
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I may say that [at our university] for the most part, the teachers give lectures 
in Russian. That is connected to their age, it is very difficult for them to 
switch over to Ukrainian, with the terminology which they do not command 
now, and perhaps, already are incapable of commanding [vzhe ne zmozhut’ 
volodity]. But some strive to teach in Ukrainian. I do it on principle. I have 
very many students who are Russian-speaking in everyday life. I require from 
the students to speak with me only in Ukrainian, it is simply professionally 
useful for them, so that their ears got used to Ukrainian orthoepy [rules of 
correct pronunciation]. I haven’t been teaching for very long, this is my third 
year. I had one class which at the end of the third year automatically switched 
over to Ukrainian. That’s nice [Tse pryemno]. It was difficult of course, but 
they were trying hard. My position is based on principles [pozytsiia moia 
taka pryntsypovo]: if there is a state educational institution, then the educa-
tion must happen in Ukrainian since [that is the] state language (University 
teacher in acting, b. 1972, August 2004, in Ukrainian). 

These examples thus illustrated how language practices may become linked 
to a concept of loyalty vis-à-vis the state and its official policies, as state 
officials ought to use the state language according to actual language regula-
tions. There were also other interviewees who claimed that the scope of and 
subjects to this kind of commitment went beyond these groups of state em-
ployees, and that the concept of duty should encompass all who live in 
Ukraine. In the next section I examine how the demand on duty, “do the 
right thing” and live up to one’s ideals, meet with and come up against eve-
ryday practicalities.  

6.3.1 Ideals and practicalities 
With respect to the motive of integration, being a Ukrainian can in itself be 
considered a rationale for using (or at least knowing) the Ukrainian language 
(also cf. Ch. 9). However, as outlined in an exchange between some of the 
students quoted below, this stand is not unproblematic when it is related to 
actual practices. Thus, this perspective may rather be a “hypothetical stance” 
to take, which tells us more about ideals than actual practice, and illustrates 
how motives of ideology and identity also affect language practices. The line 
of argument that I will analyse in terms of integration encompasses a broader 
range of understandings of what is meant by duty and hence, what groups 
these forms of duty are relevant for. The discussion no longer concerned 
demands put forth to those who represent or embody the Ukrainian state in 
official or professional roles. In the exchange below, the duty of speaking 
the Ukrainian language was related to the “fact that one lives in Ukraine”, 
also not encompassing only ethnic Ukrainians. The quotation starts with a 
discussion on why one does not use Ukrainian in Kharkiv, i.e. exemplifying 
the pragmatic side to the language issue. One student would not leave it at 
that, however, and took the discussion to a moral level so to speak. To live 
by one’s own standards, however, clearly was not so easy, and this aspect 
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made an intriguing insight into how the duty argument is put forward on 
normative, ideological grounds, and rejected on more pragmatic grounds, 
also reflecting the discourse of practicality mentioned above. 

 
Student 1: I believe that there are objective reasons, there are no stimuli to 

learn Ukrainian in our society, because people always use the path that it 
is easiest to take. One does not have to walk the difficult path if there is an 
easier one, and here in our city it is easier to use Russian language because 
everybody here speaks Russian. If you are going to ask people something 
[in Ukrainian], who know only Russian, and there are a lot of those peo-
ple, then they are not going to understand [you]. Therefore people take the 
easy path and use Russian. /…/ 

Student 2: How is it even possible to refer to what society thinks or take the 
easy path? I am directed by the fact that I live in Ukraine. 

Student 1: But, why then do you not speak in Ukrainian? Why do you use 
Russian?  

Student 2: I would be happy to speak Ukrainian. I try to read Ukrainian 
books, sometimes even poems. It is not important, anyway. It is just that I 
live in Ukraine and I am obliged [obiazan] to know the Ukrainian lan-
guage. Whether that is an easy path, a difficult path /…/ Or, when you 
sometimes hear the opinion that the Ukrainian language is not needed. I 
never stop pointing out, saying that, sorry, but that is your Ukrainian na-
tional language and you are obliged to know it. 

Student 3: Not only know, but use [it] /…/ 
Student 1: But what if you are in a company, where people do not know Eng-

lish and you start speaking English. How will they understand you? See, 
it’s just objective… 

Student 3: You may want to speak Ukrainian, but sometimes it happens to 
you that you use it incorrectly in one situation or another. 

Student 2: The question is not about correctness here. What is correct is that I 
live in Ukraine. [It is] correct to know the Ukrainian language. 

Student 1: Well, good, then explain to me why you say that you want to use 
the Ukrainian language, why have I not once heard one single sentence in 
Ukrainian from you during the two years I have known you? 

Student 2: Good, from now on I’ll do my best to talk with you in Ukrainian. 
Student 1: Well, that’ll only be after today’s talk. 

(Students, water ecology, b. 1983-84, October 2003, in Russian). 

Here the language situation was discussed from two quite different perspec-
tives. One of the individuals portrayed this as a question of “choosing the 
easy way”, i.e., use the same language “everybody else” uses. This approach 
entails aspects which individuals may consider positive, such as not attract-
ing unwanted attention, and not risking being misunderstood (cf. Søvik 
2004), but it can also relate to identification with social groups that are asso-
ciated with the Russian language. It should be noted that this instance was 
not congruent with the commonly repeated assurance that “everybody under-
stands” both languages (to be discussed further in Ch. 7). Instead, this stu-
dent claimed that there are lots of people in Kharkiv who “know only Rus-
sian”, thus illustrating a somewhat less politically correct image and a possi-
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bly more conflict-related perspective of the language situation. In her narra-
tive, Russian is the predominantly used language in Kharkiv, and she 
claimed that it would be reasonable that Ukrainian-speakers adapt to that 
situation, and not make life more complicated for themselves or their inter-
locutors by using a language that is not customary. What she said here (and 
in other parts of the interview) drew upon a belief that it would not be rea-
sonable and that it should therefore not be considered a “duty” in any way 
for everybody in Ukraine to know or use the Ukrainian language. I will ex-
amine talk about being reasonable in further detail in Chapter 7.  

The other party to the discussion, on the other hand, put the emphasis on 
two key concepts in his argument; obligation and correctness. As an inhabi-
tant of Ukraine one is, according to his statement here, obliged to know the 
language (and a third students added “and use it”) and this is the “correct 
thing to do”; it is necessary to know Ukrainian because it is the national 
language and because one lives in Ukraine. He argued that one should not 
always pick the easy way out; sometimes one should have to make some 
sacrifices. Nevertheless, the student who put forward the duty-arguments 
was himself Russian-speaking and when confronted by some of his class-
mates, he admitted that his Ukrainian “is almost as bad as [his] English”. 
The other student put her finger on a possible sore spot, pointing out that in 
spite of his normative standpoints, he is himself trapped by doing things the 
easy way, being pragmatic. Hence, the normative idea of duty as a question 
of morality came out as in opposition to the more general pragmatic relation 
to the language issue. Apparently he has previously not shown any signs of 
this interest in the Ukrainian language to his fellow students. Thus, as was 
also indicated in the results from the questionnaire, positive attitudes or 
strong beliefs are not necessarily followed by corresponding practices. How-
ever, if this student felt that the right incentives or opportunities for learning 
and using the Ukrainian language were presented to him, he would clearly be 
mentally well prepared for a language shift. Yet, from this interview, it 
seemed that his own personal language management was generally consis-
tent with the environment he lives in, conforming to the language manage-
ment of the community and its linguistic norms. I would argue that the more 
pragmatic approach to the language issue that was also exemplified here 
must not be seen as a form of resistance to the Ukrainian language or as a 
support for the Russian language per se. What is interesting to notice is that, 
contrary to other discussions about general language use, there was no talk 
about being “ashamed” to use Ukrainian or being “intimidated” by Russian-
speakers – even though these arguments may be articulated implicitly. On 
the surface, anyway, it was portrayed as a question of choosing “an easy way 
out”, which is partly why this student who talked so ardently about the need 
to speak Ukrainian did not do it. It would require an active effort to raise his 
linguistic competence and then it would demand determination to actually 
use Ukrainian, and hence, it would be easier to continue speaking the lan-
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guage “everybody” already knows and uses. This point is also interlinked 
with the discussion in Chapter 8 on linguistic norms and the issue of ac-
commodation. 

6.3.2 Discrepancy in attitudes towards knowing and using  
Data from the questionnaire also showed that the respondents clearly sup-
ported the duty arguments when they were asked about whether they believe 
or not that it is a duty of a Ukrainian citizen to know or speak the Ukrainian 
language (i.e. representing passive versus active knowledge of the language). 
There was marked variation in attitudes towards the necessity of knowing 
and speaking the language, illustrated by clear differences in support of the 
first statement and the second statement and also between sub-categories.  

Table 6.1 Language practices and duty (by profession and age, %) 
 To know the Ukrainian language is my duty as a Ukrainian citizen 
 Agree Neither nor Disagree Balance score n 
Total 79.5 13.2 7.3 72.2 796 
 
Profession 

     
eta .144** 

Official 82.2 8.9 8.9 73.3 90 
Semiofficial 75.5 20.1 4.4 71.1 159 
Non-official 61.5 27.0 11.5 50.0 148 
Hum.students 90.0 6.0 4.0 86.0 200 
Tech.students 84.4 6.5 9.0 75.4 199 
 
Age 

     
eta .146** 

18-24 86.2 7.1 6.7 79.5 463 
25+ 70.2 21.7 8.1 62.1 332 
 
(Table 6.1 continued) 
 To speak the Ukrainian language is my duty as a Ukrainian citizen 
 Agree Neither nor Disagree Balance score n 
Total 48.9 21.1 29.9 19.0 795 
 
Profession 

     
eta .021 

Official 56.7 21.1 22.2 34.5 90 
Semiofficial 47.2 25.8 27.0 20.2 159 
Non-official 34.5 34.5 31.1 3.4 148 
Hum.students 50.3 14.1 35.7 14.6 199 
Tech.students 56.3 14.6 29.1 27.2 199 
 
Age 

     
eta .037 

18-24 53.5 14.7 31.8 21.7 462 
25+ 42.5 30.1 27.4 15.1 332 
Note: The response alternatives have been recoded from 5 response alternatives. See 
Appendix B for original coding. 
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Table 6.2 Language practices and duty (by identity and home language, %) 
 To know the Ukrainian language is my duty as a Ukrainian citizen 
 Agree Neither nor Disagree Balance score n 
 
Self-defined identity 

    
eta .188** 

Ukrainian 90.7 7.3 2.1 88.6 193 
Both 77.1 15.3 7.6 69.5 503 
Russian 66.7 15.9 17.4 49.3 69 
 
Home language 

    
eta .208** 

Ukrainian 96.9 3.1 0 96.9 65 
Both/Surzhyk 91.0 6.0 3.0 88.0 166 
Russian 73.6 16.7 9.7 63.9 546 
 
Table 6.2 continued 
 To speak the Ukrainian language is my duty as a Ukrainian citizen 
 Agree Neither nor Disagree Balance score n 
 
Self-defined identity 

    
eta .331** 

Ukrainian 72.9 14.1 13.0 59.9 192 
Both 44.6 24.7 30.7 13.9 502 
Russian 18.6 17.1 64.3 -45.7 70 
 
Home language 

    
eta .343** 

Ukrainian 87.7 6.2 6.2 81.5 65 
Both/Surzhyk 69.7 17.0 13.3 56.4 165 
Russian 37.8 23.9 38.2 -0.4 547 
Note: The response alternatives have been recoded from 5 response alternatives. See 
Appendix B for original coding. 

The first statement saying that as a Ukrainian citizen one has a duty to know 
the Ukrainian language, was in general not disagreed with (with the excep-
tion of those who identified as Russian only, 17 percent of whom disagreed 
with this statement). If not agreeing, the respondents were rather indifferent, 
but generally, in most sub-categories agreement was very high among cer-
tain categories and somewhat lower among other categories (notably non-
officials, those defining as Russians only and those with Russian as home 
language). The second statement saying that one should speak Ukrainian, 
elicited generally lower levels of agreement with the statement among all 
sub-categories in comparison with the first statement. This may be inter-
preted in the sense that resistance becomes more evident when active usage 
is demanded whereas a situation of status quo where one can get along with 
passive knowledge of Ukrainian is perceived as more acceptable. This was 
also reflected in interviews: several of the interviewees were sceptical to-
wards demands for regulations that would speed up changes in language 
usage as long as the Russian language is “closer to many”. Also, this may be 
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related to the student cited above talking about “correctness” and “obliga-
tion”, having a normative approach to the language issue. When it came 
down to actual practices, however, the respondents in general backed some-
what from their endorsement of the duty-argument. Thus, the very positive 
attitudes to the first statement cannot be said reflected in respondents’ re-
ported practices (cf. Fig. 8.1). As was communicated in interviews, active 
knowledge was after all regarded as harder to achieve and to start using the 
Ukrainian language would be a big step to take for several reasons. It would 
of course be easier to agree with something that may be interpreted as nor-
matively good and therefore also more general (“everybody in Ukraine has a 
duty know the Ukrainian language, including myself”) than to agree with a 
statement that might entail actual changes in own language practices (“as a 
Ukrainian citizen it is my duty to use Ukrainian”). This was especially no-
ticeable with the group that might be expected to be negative to a demand to 
use the Ukrainian language; those who identified as “Russian only” where a 
much higher percentage disagreed than agreed with the second statement, 
eliciting a negative balance score. 

When examining data according to profession and age, differences were 
not so big or not significant. When respondents were grouped according to 
self-defined identity and home language, it was clear that there was signifi-
cant and rather large variation between the different sub-categories (accord-
ing to measures of association as shown above). Variation was more pro-
nounced in relation to the second statement compared to the first statement, 
thus also seeing variations in attitudes between these groups depending on 
how broad or radical demands are put on their language practices. Interest-
ingly, both home language and identification seemed to play a notable role in 
relation to the attitudes towards these statements. It followed the same pat-
tern that was mentioned in the previous chapter, where those with Ukrainian 
as their home language were located at one end of the spectrum (here: ex-
pressed most positive attitudes), followed by those identifying as Ukrainian 
only and those with home-language Russian, and those identifying as Rus-
sians only on the other end of the spectrum. Since in this case identity relied 
on self-definition it seems quite clear that those who chose to identify as 
Russian only in general chose this as an “oppositional identity” communicat-
ing that they do not in any sense feel “partly Ukrainian”. Hence, the persons 
in this category will be expected to generally take a strong stand on many of 
the issues discussed here. Those identifying as Ukrainian only also held 
strong attitudes, but this group was not the “exact” opposite of those identi-
fying as Russian only. Rather, those with Ukrainian as their home language 
(along with those having both/surzhyk as their home languages) were located 
on the other end of the spectrum from those identifying as Russian only. 
What is then interesting to notice is that while the former did not choose this 
category themselves, they were assigned to it according to the language they 
speak at home; the latter were in a category based on self-definition. Hence, 
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both home language and identity may be linked to strong (radical) attitudes 
on issues concerning language. In this case, however, the strongest attitudes 
were restricted to home-language Ukrainian on the one hand and self-
defined Russians on the other hand, in a pattern that repeatedly occurs 
throughout the study. Those with home-language Russian were again rather 
ambivalent (at least with respect to the second statement) – demonstrating 
that this category was composed of the majority of persons of various ide-
ologies with differing attitudes, similar to the category composed of those 
considering to have mixed identities. Having Russian as one’s home lan-
guage proved thus not necessarily consistent with resistance to the idea that 
as a Ukrainian citizen one should also know the Ukrainian language. Hence, 
this illustrates that certain kinds of identity or home language may be associ-
ated with strong positive or negative attitudes, while others could not be 
associated with a certain attitude to the same extent. In addition, it is worth 
pointing out that the position of the two middle groups in each category 
makes clear that allowing for mixed categories, either with respect to lan-
guage or identity, will generate a more nuanced picture, where rather small 
groups are found on the ends of the spectrum, expressing more strongly held 
attitudes than the general mass of respondents. 

6.4 Using the “stick”: Discussing the issue of coercion 
Finally, this chapter on incentives or lack of incentives will conclude with 
some issues related to the “stick” part of language regulations and language 
management, going from encouragement to sanctions, “carrots” to “sticks”. 
Some of the students actually had rather strict views on spreading the 
Ukrainian language, even beyond a purely official domain. However, as in 
the example below, the support for a tougher state language policy in favour 
of the Ukrainian language was restricted to state officials, and this student 
argued this with a vantage point in duty arguments as well as image argu-
ments (cf. Ch. 9). She was in some sense also drawing upon post-colonial 
rhetoric (cf. Masenko 1999 cited in Ch. 3, Masenko 2004), saying that state 
officials represent the independent state of Ukraine, and this has to be shown 
by using the state language – and not the language of a former oppressor. 
Also, conforming to language beliefs emphasising the correct language, she 
pointed out that this should be “beautiful, literary” Ukrainian.  

That is, I believe that the state language must be one – that is Ukrainian. Be-
cause Ukraine is an independent state, sovereign and so on. All documents, 
all those meetings on the highest level ought to be held in Ukrainian. It’s 
natural [estestvenno]. All our government, ministers – all should know beau-
tiful, literary Ukrainian /…/ I think it is all the same [vse ravno] like the face 
of the state. That is, how can we talk about some kind of independence from 
all other states, if the government here, that very same government cannot 
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express itself in Ukrainian, and all the same use Russian words, expressions. 
That is, they are also still under the influence of that Soviet regime. I believe 
that they in general have to, all organs of state services, not only ministers, 
and in the localities too, administration, police, tax-inspectors and so on, they 
should have to pass some exam, for them to be offered a job, need to pass an 
exam in Ukrainian language or literature… (Student, philology, b. 1984, 
March 2005, in Russian).  

Then she pointed out clearly that this had nothing to do with the general 
population and that “ordinary people [prostye liudi] like us, not part of any 
higher organs, well, we communicate in Russian, study [in Russian]”. As a 
future teacher, she was especially concerned about the situation in schools 
and kindergartens, claiming that small children get confused over speaking 
Russian and home and Ukrainian in school, “they know neither Russian, nor 
Ukrainian /…/ they write Ukrainian words with Russian letters and vice 
versa” – and that they “are degrading, growing stupid in front of you because 
of lack of knowledge. It is just terrible!” Hence, whereas adult civil servants 
should have to pass language exams to get a job and know a correct literary 
version of Ukrainian, the young children should be saved from having to 
deal with two languages from a young age, in a sense creating monolingual 
domains for civil servants on the one hand, and for “ordinary people” and 
children on the other hand. The point about the language of instruction was 
referred to on other occasions too, as several of the students interviewed had 
experienced a change of language from Russian to Ukrainian during the 
years they went to school. In the interviews this was in general talked about 
as a rather unpleasant experience. Then again, the principle that schools may 
have Ukrainian as the main language of instruction was not dismissed as 
such; rather they argued that this should come “naturally”. In this sense it 
may be just as natural with the Ukrainian language as the Russian language 
as the language of instruction, but the shift from one language to the other 
should be adjusted to the individuals, making a smoother experience than the 
one they experienced. 

 
Student 1: So, another [example of] language politics. Some years ago, when 

I was still in school, this happened to us. Suddenly [they] said that all 
classes are going to be in Ukrainian. I, for instance, experienced this in 9th 
grade. [They] said to us: “Whether you like it or not, you will be made to, 
you are going to study in Ukrainian”. And all classes abruptly went over 
to the Ukrainian language. /…/ I believe that it was incorrect. 

Student 2: It would have been better if they had been taken from 1st grade and 
were taught in Ukrainian. 

Student 1: That’s right, from grade 1. They should have said to me: “It is de-
sirable that you study in Ukrainian, but if it is easier for you like this, try 
to somehow combine it”. That is, choose some kind of neutrality, but they 
just laid down the terms: you have to study in Ukrainian and that’s all. 
Exactly the same way the question of the teachers was treated. It was just 
very difficult for them to go over at once, especially in mathematics, phys-
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ics. Very often people did not understand, because some terms are differ-
ent. I believe that such an abrupt change cannot be, it is impossible 

(Students, pharmacology, b. 1980-1982, October 2003, in Russian). 

So, here the problems of language change in education were discussed in 
terms of being given direct orders, so to speak, aiming at “abrupt changes” 
where these students maintained that negotiations would have been a better 
option. They were not only worried about the impact on the pupils, but even 
more so about the ability of the teachers to change from teaching in one lan-
guage to teaching in another. On the other hand, one of the students recog-
nised that “pressure” might not always be overt, and expressed an under-
standing that government measures in official spheres may affect private life, 
which he labelled “force in quotation marks”. 

So, if there is going to be just that pressure from the government’s side on us, 
that everything goes over to Ukrainian and just forces us, well say, force in 
quotation marks. That is, we are going to have to because everything around 
us, all juridical things are going to be held in Ukrainian, communication will 
more or less go over to Ukrainian, then maybe we too will go over (Student, 
pharmacology, b. 1980, October 2003, in Russian). 

Some of the students claimed that induced language change can be a good 
thing if it is done correctly. Students in one group discussed “an interesting 
experiment” concerning how to make students more motivated when it 
comes to learning and using the Ukrainian language. This discussion went 
quite far in some respects, but they could still defend their arguments, since 
their discussion concerned “the state language”. 

 
Student 1: So, I was thinking. It would be interesting to carry out such an ex-

periment. For instance, in some educational institution, if for instance, for 
every test [you wrote] in Russian, you’d receive a grade that was two 
points lower, than [for the test] in Ukrainian. For every mistake you make 
in Ukrainian, the grade goes down with for instance 0.1 point. That is, if 
you made 10 mistakes, writing in Ukrainian, then your grade will not be 5, 
but 4. Interesting, what would have happened. 

Student 2: The thing is that some teachers already have such a practice. And 
they get a reputation of being such “despots” or “sadists” who harass their 
students. But that is also like the choice of every single teacher. 

Student 1: But for the students, that is a stimulus /…/ it is the absolutely best 
stimulus for the student. 

Student 2: Of course. And the teacher would be right because it is the state 
language. 

(Students, water ecology, b. 1983-84, October 2003, in Russian). 

Certainly, this may again be a reflection of some of these students’ concerns 
about the lack of incentives that may encourage people to use Ukrainian. 
Thus, this discussion indicated a belief that a state language or the majority 
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language should hold a specific position as entitled to more wide-ranging 
measures in the area of language management, carried out by authorities – in 
this case the individual teacher. This kind of management, as pointed out, 
would be the choice of “every single teacher”, and hence, referred rather to 
language management on a micro level, depending on the individual teacher 
or the class. However, there are motivational factors related to salaries that 
were used during the Soviet period, when for instance teachers in the Rus-
sian language received higher salaries than those teaching Ukrainian. Such 
measures were also mentioned in the interviews. The students claimed that 
nobody would react to a firm demanding a knowledge of English for a well-
paid job, so why not do the same for the Ukrainian language, they asked. 
Two of the students in the same group discussed this question and related it 
to their own lives. One of them argued for the case of her parents and the 
older generation but her interlocutor was persistent in her position that peo-
ple should not have a choice in this specific situation, relating to competition 
on the job market. Her arguments rested on the aspect that was mentioned 
above: nobody would think that it is peculiar to demand competence in Eng-
lish or computer literacy for a certain position, and in her mind this should 
be transferable to the Ukrainian language. Thus, she was touching upon the 
core of the language issue at large: how should one relate to the Ukrainian 
language, what kind of value does it carry, and to whom? And, in a more 
general context; who should decide which language should carry more value, 
and how should this be acted upon? Her point, related to arguments about 
measures of affirmative action, was that it will not be a “neutral” relationship 
between Russian and Ukrainian. Russian is already associated with value (or 
“capital”) and therefore extraordinary measures must be taken to make peo-
ple realise the value of Ukrainian. Implicitly, with time, the more concrete 
value (e.g., in relation to employment) would then transform into symbolic 
value to a wider range of people, but that they will have to be made aware. 

 
Student 1: My parents did not learn Ukrainian in school. And now if they 

want to work in some firm and the main condition is a knowledge of the 
Ukrainian language, then they’ll be outside of competition. 

Student 2: Yes, they lost. And this is what it should be like. If they don’t 
know English, they won’t get a job, if they don’t know how to work at the 
computer, they won’t get a job. 

Student 1: Well, fine, those who are older than 35, when there was no 
Ukrainian language in schools yet … 

Student 2: Let them learn. 
Student 1: And how will they learn if they work from eight in the morning to 

six in the evening? 
Student 2: Well, they don’t have a choice. 
Student 1: You have to be loyal. 
Student 2: If they don’t know the computer, what do they do? They learn. 

(Students, water ecology, b. 1983-84, October 2003, in Russian). 
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The radical position that the second student advocated was after all rather 
unique among the interviewees; thus she cannot be seen as a spokeswoman 
for general sentiments in Kharkiv. This was the only exchange on the issue 
of coercion in relation to language management when someone was this 
unsentimental and straightforward in her demands. Otherwise, as seen in 
claims that “everybody should know Ukrainian”, people would rather soften 
their arguments by expressing some kind of understanding that it is hard for 
many people, that it will take time, probably generations, for change in lan-
guage practices to occur, and that one cannot coerce anyone. Maybe this is 
also what the other student meant by the remark that one “has to be loyal”, 
e.g., to have an understanding for the situation of those who did not have the 
same chances to learn Ukrainian as they have now, and as discussed above 
as well, do not have the time or money to learn Ukrainian. As a final word in 
the discussion above, the second student provided the following story as an 
example of what should be regarded as analogous to demanding people to 
learn a language. Age and habit ought not to matter, and this way of forcing 
someone to learn a new skill (a language) might turn out to be a positive 
thing in the end. 

I have a neighbour, she is 56 years old and she works as a secretary at a 
school. Three years ago they told her “Either you learn to work on the com-
puter or we will let you go, because of the ‘retirement age’” And she learned 
it, [even though] she didn’t have the time and she had no computer at home. 
And she continues to work and she likes it. So, what is there to do? She 
didn’t have [any way out], but this [way] she became a more developed per-
son. It is exactly the same with languages (Student, water ecology, b. 1983-
84, October 2003, in Russian). 

Thus, in this case this particular student (who also has an outspokenly posi-
tive attitude to the Ukrainian language) would recommend a rather extensive 
use of coercion, i.e., threatening people to fire them from their jobs, in order 
to make them learn the Ukrainian language. If people have “no way out” 
they will do it, as in the example above, and in this way of reasoning some 
kind of coercion will actually make the person better. This way they will 
come to insights (“liking it”) that they would not be aware of otherwise, and 
they would become more “developed” as a person. 

6.5 Conclusion 
As seen in this chapter, some of the young respondents asked for more stim-
uli or positive encouragement for learning Ukrainian. They thus expressed a 
wish for more utility to be connected to Ukrainian, both economic and non-
economic. When they reasoned around these issues, it became apparent that 
some of them had a clear conception of why Ukrainian should be used, sup-
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porting the state and upholding the nation, i.e. reasoning on normative and 
idealistic grounds. The more pragmatic side to the issue, that Ukrainian was 
perceived as not needed, and that learning other foreign languages instead 
would serve a purpose, pointed to the fact that the role of the Ukrainian lan-
guage in everyday life was not clearly conceptualised. Hence, there was talk 
about lack of incentives in relation to both instrumentality and integration; 
the Ukrainian language did not serve a purpose either economically or com-
municatively. Yet, as will be discussed further in Chapter 9, it was also re-
vealed that the Ukrainian language could serve a purpose in relation to ide-
ology and to identity; in this chapter this was related to how language use 
was tied to a duty argument and that those representing the Ukrainian state 
or nation should be obliged to do so in the Ukrainian language. However, the 
scope and object of this commitment varied. Whereas many could agree that 
civil servants, at least at work, should use Ukrainian as part of their profes-
sional “duty”, there was much less support for the idea that living in Ukraine 
or being a Ukrainian citizen should be a rationale for requiring certain lan-
guage practices.  

Yet, as was communicated in the interviews, these issues may be consid-
ered more on an idealised than on a pragmatic level. Hence, believing – or 
supporting a belief – in Ukrainian citizens’ duty of knowing the Ukrainian 
language was not necessarily related to language practices. Thus, the discus-
sions on state language regulations and management presented in this chap-
ter ranged from discussions from a more pragmatic stand, related to eco-
nomic factors, to issues of “self-interest”, personal development and “moral-
ity”. This may also be linked to attitudes towards Ukrainian as the language 
of Ukrainian literature and music as discussed in Chapter 4; if one does not 
see the Ukrainian language as a gateway to an interesting Ukrainian culture 
or literature, or that this language has anything to offer in terms of mobility 
(whether social, mental or geographical), then one will not spend time learn-
ing it, or it may even breed resistance to learning the language. Certainly, the 
above-mentioned factors such as scarcity of time and the perceived point-
lessness of learning the Ukrainian language play an important role. If people 
do not have any specific plans that include the necessity to know Ukrainian, 
and they already have one or two jobs that consume most or all of their time, 
learning a language that one feels is “forced upon” them could even foster 
some kind of opposition. This point is related to the theme of resistance to be 
discussed further in Chapter 7. 
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7 Discussing bilingualism and equal rights  

In this chapter I will focus on talk about bilingualism and equal rights, which 
were two recurrent themes when interviewees discussed the Kharkiv lan-
guage situation (cf. Ch. 4). As was pointed out in Chapters 2 and 3, these 
themes are related both to the Soviet period and its focus on the achievement 
of “true equality among all peoples” (cf. Tsamerian and Ronin 1962) and to 
current research and policy-making focusing on minority rights and human 
linguistic rights (cf. Skutnabb-Kangas and Phillipson 1995). I propose to 
examine these two specific themes in terms of (in)equality and the rhetoric 
of linguistic human rights (LHRs), and insecurity and talk about resistance. 
Through a focus on talk about rights and what was considered reasonable, I 
will examine how the interviewees discussed both past and present. The past 
was reflected through interpretations of the language issue formed during the 
Soviet period. The present was reflected within a framework of Ukrainian 
nation-building processes and reinterpretations of past and historical events 
and the impact this has had on the current language situation. These themes 
have been present in other chapters as well (notably Ch. 4), but here I will 
perform a more detailed analysis of certain aspects. In this chapter it be-
comes apparent how two different perspectives on the contemporary lan-
guage issue meet and are negotiated; again with the question of who was or 
is discriminated against, whose rights should be protected and why, what 
does bilingualism actually entail and what is reasonable to demand from 
people living in Ukraine in terms of language competence and language 
practices. This corresponds to Bilaniuk’s observations from research con-
ducted in Ukraine on the struggle over status and of how “people from all 
walks of life engaged in language criticism, since the potential changes in 
language status affected everyone’s social positioning. People sometimes 
ceded claims to social authority by expressing insecurity in their language 
and denying its legitimacy, whereas others defended the value of their lan-
guage, and thus their identity and status” (Bilaniuk 2005:144). This also 
underlines how language practices and beliefs about language practices are 
interlinked with perceptions of identity and (social) status, how language 
practices become indicative of a self-definition, including profession and 
social status and authority. 
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7.1 On being reasonable 
As a way of approaching the language issue interviewees often centred their 
arguments on what they believed was reasonable. They did this as a way of 
arguing for certain sides to the language issue and dismissing other sides as 
being unreasonable. Thus, one interesting observation is that two perspec-
tives on “reasonableness” were present in the interviews. Many interviewees 
claimed that it should be reasonable for people to know, and to some degree, 
to use both Ukrainian and Russian. Some even argued that it would be rea-
sonable to coerce people, as seen in the preceding chapter. Many would then 
again claim that it is most reasonable to let people speak Russian if that is 
their first language, not allowing authorities to put pressure on people in 
terms of language use. Talk about being reasonable also seemed to be used 
by some interviewees as a means for marking awareness of arguments they 
knew could be perceived as common sense, universally valuable or rational, 
but then downplaying the importance of these arguments in a given context 
or due to specific circumstances. This corresponds to what was discussed in 
Chapter 6; arguing that everybody should know Ukrainian may be seen as a 
universally valuable standpoint, but then this general rule for some reason is 
not applicable to someone specific and his or her situation. The negotiation 
of these varying perspectives was going on simultaneously in the talk of 
several interviewees. 

A notion of reasonableness was also related to the issue of linguistic 
rights, and many of the interviewees opened the discussion on the language 
situation in Kharkiv with references to a principle of equality. Most often 
these issues were interlinked through the claim that the best solution would 
be to let everybody use the language they are comfortable with and familiar 
with. This issue was also related to the question of bilingualism and how that 
ought to be conceptualised. In some sense, the notion of bilingualism was 
constructed as an outcome of equality, where everybody should have the 
right to use the language they desire. This meant that when some of the in-
terviewees talked about bilingualism they were not necessarily advocating 
individual bilingualism, but rather bilingualism on the level of the society. 
This approach was illustrated by one of the students in arguing that every 
person should choose which language to use, based on the notion that one of 
the languages may be “closer to” that person. At the same time he underlined 
that he saw no problems in other people using Ukrainian as there will be no 
trouble understanding that, thus also echoing a more “politically correct” 
description of the language situation, in contrast to the student quoted in the 
previous chapter (p. 199). 

And I believe that in principle, a person should choose for himself which lan-
guage he speaks, because Russian is close to us, we are used to it from birth. 
But if someone wants to speak Ukrainian, please, we understand each other. 
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In Russian, please, I understand that [too] (Student, museum management 
studies, b. 1985-86, October 2003, in Russian). 

This quotation is an example of belief regarding the language situation that 
was quite commonly expressed by interviewees. With this approach, it is 
possible to construct one’s arguments as tolerant and liberal. One may em-
phasise the right of the individual to choose (as expressed by Nikolai 
Shul’ga, cited in Ch. 3), not allowing for other instances to coerce anyone 
into changing language usage patterns (cf. the opposite arguments discussed 
in the previous chapter, Section 6.5), but at the same time resist – or in some 
cases even actively oppose – change. This stance also turned the issue of 
current state language management and increasing the use of Ukrainian into 
something that was perceived of as pointless or unreasonable. In arguments 
following these lines, two points were especially frequent. Firstly, arguments 
concerned the current position of Russian as linked to the history of the Rus-
sian language in this part of the country and it being “close” to the local 
population. Secondly, the language issue was discussed as a matter of con-
venience or habits that are difficult, or even impossible, to change or manage 
through actual regulations. Another aspect related to this discussion was the 
notion of “difficulty”. This was expressed by saying that that even if one 
would like to make people go over to using Ukrainian, and even though it 
could surely be seen as reasonable, it would not be feasible. In a reply to one 
student claiming that “everybody must realise that it is necessary to speak 
Ukrainian and to do everything possible [to achieve that]. It is necessary to 
have respect for the language” (also cited on p. 245), one of his classmates 
said that: 

I would like to say that what you just said, that it would be good if [people] 
went over to Ukrainian, well, to me it seems that it is not so easy to do. First 
of all, it is necessary to be rational, if people are already used to Russian, then 
it is not going to be so easy to change. A person must talk in that language 
she likes the best. If someone has a bigger liking for [bol’she lezhit dusha] 
Russian, then it seems it is necessary to speak Russian (Student, museum 
management studies, b. 1985-86, October 2003, in Russian). 

Here, a plea for the reasonableness of speaking Ukrainian and having respect 
for the language was met with an argument based on another conception of 
rationality that was frequently cited. If people already speak Russian, like 
and know Russian best – then it is “necessary to speak Russian”, and that 
was presented as commonsensical in the Russian-speaking context of 
Kharkiv. This aspect of “difficulty” was also mentioned in another interview 
where one student talked about functional bilingualism as being hard to 
achieve. Here, bilingualism was not portrayed as a natural characteristic of 
people in the region, rather, Russian was portrayed almost as the natural 
state of mind whereas Ukrainian has to be acquired, it would not come natu-
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rally, so to speak. Here we can also see how this discussion can be inter-
linked with the duty discussion in Chapter 6, as this person also dismissed 
the demand of speaking Ukrainian to legitimately represent Ukraine or to be 
“a patriot”. 

No, [it is not necessary to speak in Ukrainian to be a patriot]. But we learnt to 
think in Russian. We think in Russian, then we try to say it in Ukrainian. So, 
there’s the difficulty. So, just because we think in Russian and then try to say 
it in Ukrainian, it becomes some kind of mixture, surzhyk. It’s better to speak 
Russian (Student, architecture, b. 1985-86, October 2003, in Russian). 

This student brought forth an important point here concerning the necessity 
of avoiding the risk of speaking surzhyk, which was mentioned as a central 
concern. Hence, if one does not know good or correct Ukrainian, and thus 
run the risk of ending up speaking surzhyk, then sticking to Russian was put 
forth as the wiser choice. This reasoning also reflected an ideology concern-
ing the necessity of commanding a pure and correct language, making it 
unreasonable to try to speak Ukrainian, running the risk of speaking surzhyk, 
if one could be sure to present oneself in a better light using Russian (see 
also below on the fear of appearing ridiculous and further discussions on 
language related stereotypes in Ch. 8). Whereas many of the students advo-
cated support for Ukrainian as the state language (cf. Ch. 9), at the same 
time, when looking at the matter form a more individual or personal perspec-
tive (as opposed to the collective Ukrainian one), they might also argue that 
people should be left alone with the language they “feel close to” or “com-
fortable with”. Hence many of the students would on a personal, local level 
take the situation of their parents and others of that age into consideration – 
in some cases also referring to themselves – when they talked about the rea-
sonableness of letting people chose which language to use. This highlights 
one of the main points on the clash of ideals and practice in this situation. 
While some of the interviewees claimed it would be good if more people 
used Ukrainian, they might at the same time not advocate any pressure on or 
regulation of local language usage patterns – or as seen in the previous chap-
ter, one might distinguish between categories of people or between domains 
in which the language should be used. At least I encountered more of this 
ambivalent way of reasoning than the straightforward and unsentimental 
demands the student cited in Section 6.5 wanted to put forth. For instance, as 
this student cited below pointed out, even though she would not insist on 
granting the Russian language status as a state language, she believed that it 
might be a reasonable solution for those who think it is “convenient” with 
Russian. 

If we for instance did not know the Ukrainian language, we would have in-
sisted that the Russian language become a state language. But since we know 
both the one and the other language, well, then…It would not have been bad 
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if there were two languages, both Russian and Ukrainian. Those, for whom it 
is convenient [udobno], let them use Russian, and those, for whom it is not 
convenient, let them use Ukrainian (Student, radio physics, b. 1985, October 
2003, in Russian). 

However, as discussed in the previous chapter, some other interviewees re-
marked that in their opinion this kind of approach to language management – 
a more laissez-faire manner – will continue the dominant position of the 
Russian language as the most widely used. This may thus prompt some peo-
ple to possibly propagate more and harder measures to be taken for making 
people use the Ukrainian language, since they find this the most reasonable 
conclusion to the language situation. They will thus become “accelerators” 
in Mitchell’s (2005) terms, wanting to create greater change as soon as pos-
sible, and at the same time perhaps augmenting the risk of more resistance 
and conflicts, as “resisters” may try to hinder change. These issues will also 
be discussed in Section 7.3 below. 

7.1.1 Arguing for equal rights or special rights?  
As discussed in Chapters 3 and 4, the concept of “equality” in relation to the 
language issue in a post-Soviet Ukrainian context, and even more so in a 
Kharkiv context, may be understood as a euphemism for securing one’s right 
to use the Russian language (as exemplified by the Association for cultural 
and linguistic equality mentioned in Ch. 4). Thus, arguing for equal rights in 
this context may rather be stating a point of view directed at preserving the 
status quo, that is, preserving a situation in which the Russian language is 
the predominantly used language, and that one should not feel threatened by 
prospects of having to use Ukrainian. This, of course, is one reason why the 
idea of granting the Russian language certain legal rights, whether as an 
official, second state language or as a regional language, has been a recur-
ring one in Kharkiv. This also corresponds to what Arel (1995a:616) referred 
to as “politics of anxiety”, writing that “Russophones in Donbas want Rus-
sian as a ‘second state language’ not because they are already losing their 
jobs due to their poor command of Ukrainian, but because they fear that they 
may be losing their jobs in the future if Ukrainian is indeed introduced as a 
prerequisite. The politics of anxiety among Russophones is colliding with 
the politics of identity among nationally-conscious Ukrainians, for whom it 
is a question of principle that Ukrainian be used in public offices in all re-
gions of Ukraine”. When discussing linguistic rights, some interviewees also 
drew upon their conception of the situation in the Soviet Union. This could 
be evoked as a point of reference of an ideal state of affairs, as in the follow-
ing statement. Here it was argued that the language situation during the So-
viet times represented exactly the kind of linguistic equality that would be 
desirable today as well. 
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If we are talking about language, there are no language problems. Ukrainian 
differs very little from Russian, people understand each other well. And if, 
for instance, both languages were to be given equality, there would be no 
problems really. Well, for instance, it was like that in the Soviet Union: if 
you like, speak Ukrainian, if you like, speak Russian, if you like, work in 
Ukrainian, if you like, work in Russian – everybody understands each other. 
And objectively, there are no problems (University teacher in history, b. 
1963, October 2003, in Russian). 

Initially, this argument was similar to statements made by other interviewees 
claiming that people understand each other well whether one uses Russian 
and Ukrainian, and that in principle it should not matter which language one 
uses. However, it departed from these other statements on some important 
points, firstly by demanding equality and secondly by claiming that there 
were no “language problems” and that people were free to choose between 
Russian and Ukrainian at work during Soviet times. A rationale to portray 
the language situation in the Soviet period as tolerant and thus as a model for 
current language policies may be that this opens for describing the language 
situation in contemporary Ukraine as discriminatory and delimiting (cf. 
Makarov, Ch. 4). I will expand on this issue in Section 7.2 below in relation 
to what may be called “fear of cultural loss” where perceptions of the current 
situation is discussed in terms of discrimination and measures that target 
specific groups. As outlined in Chapter 4, interpretations of who should be 
considered victims of marginalisation and discrimination with respect to the 
current language issue may differ a great deal. Accordingly, some interview-
ees went into the discussion concerning rights from a perspective where 
discrimination against Ukrainian-speakers was seen as a more real and acute 
issue. The person quoted below maintained an understanding of everybody’s 
right to use whichever language they wish in private life, but at the same 
time held that state support should be more focused on the Ukrainian lan-
guage. Focusing on the Ukrainian language was argued to be most reason-
able since the Russian language was seen as having a strong enough position 
at present. This argument also relates to discussions on preserving a certain 
language as a way of preserving cultures, as mentioned in Chapter 2 on the 
issue of LHRs, and how previous inequalities can be corrected with more 
encompassing linguistic rights. 

Therefore, I believe that everyone must have the right in one’s private life for 
the development of her culture and language, but the state language must be 
one, without question. And that will by no means harm anyone. Everybody 
knows that in reality, there are more Russian-language publications than 
Ukrainian-language ones. No one will intrude into somebody’s private life, 
but the state language must be the state language; if not, the country will have 
no perspectives. I just think that at present the Ukrainian language is in such 
a state that it needs extra measures from the government’s side for its protec-
tion. That happens in many states, and not only in such weak states as ours. 
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In France [even] there is a law that protects the French language. And the 
French are not such a young nation as the Ukrainians… And all the other 
languages can calmly exist on the level of private life, because the over-
whelming majority of the population are Ukrainians, and really, their inter-
ests do not count very often (Theatre director, b. 1973, August 2004, in 
Ukrainian). 

Here it became clear how in this specific context the question of rights, as 
outlined in Chapter 3, may be posed in the manner of “whose rights really 
need to be protected”. The Ukrainian language was linked explicitly to the 
“perspectives” of the country, and it was claimed that the current state of the 
Ukrainian language makes it eligible for specific state support, and also that 
there can be only one state language, as in relation to the general nation-state 
model. The argument put forward in this excerpt was underscored by point-
ing to “European norms”, arguing that it is not uncommon that (European) 
states take protective measures with respect to their languages, even in states 
which are “strong” and have an “old” nation. Certainly, when it came to 
arguing for protective measures, France was a most commonly cited exam-
ple.169 Measures taken by the state to support the Ukrainian language was 
portrayed as perfectly natural – and hence reasonable – policies of any nor-
mal European state, and even more so, of a young nation in a weak state (cf. 
Ch. 5). This interlinks with themes I will discuss further in Chapter 9. Fur-
thermore, in this perspective the Ukrainians as the majority was portrayed as 
the group actually in need of “extra measures” since, as it was claimed, 
“their interests do not count very often”. This statement must be seen in the 
light of what was said in the first part of the quotation, in other words that 
Russian-speakers’ interests were not considered an actual issue. This argu-
ment engaged with the idea of Ukraine as a multilingual and multicultural 
society but at the same time saying that the Ukrainian language and culture 
needs special support in order to secure the future of the country. It thus 
becomes reasonable to argue for more support and legislative focus on the 
Ukrainian language since it would only be rational to argue for measures to 
ensure state independence but also secure the rights of the nominal majority. 
Interpretations of the current language situation also varied on the point con-
cerning what has actually happened with language management in the sphere 
of education, notably higher education. The situation regarding the language 
of instruction was outlined by a teacher, teaching the Ukrainian language as 
a subject, and he had a radically different view of what kind of changes has 
actually taken place than had other university teachers I interviewed. 

                               
169 Others would refer to other European norms and for instance, how previous “imperial 
languages” are granted a specific position today, such as Swedish in Finland. Those who saw 
bilingualism as a feasible and desired solution for Ukraine frequently cited Belgium as an 
example of how different language groups live “in harmony”.  
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Unfortunately, these pivotal changes [in relation to language] are not observ-
able on the level of the authorities [vlada], it has not been declared once that 
the Ukrainian language problem has been successfully solved: schools have 
opened, very many schools go over to the Ukrainian language. But these are 
only declarations, because in reality the situation is rather sad in the over-
whelming majority of schools. And most catastrophic is that in institutions of 
higher education, universities, institutes, technical colleges, colleges, [there 
are] few where you see instruction in the state language. Separate disciplines 
are taught, namely business Ukrainian, that I and my colleagues teach. If that 
subject is taught in any educational institution, they have a pretext to say 
“yes, we have the Ukrainian language”. But it is only in certain subjects. And 
mathematics, physics, world history? Ukrainian history is taught in Ukrainian 
here and there, but sometimes I have come across such institutions where it is 
even taught in Russian. That is nonsense to my mind, to teach the state’s his-
tory in another language (Teacher in business Ukrainian, b. 1949, October 
2003, in Ukrainian). 

In relation to the question of which linguistic group is discriminated against 
– and by whom, but not least related to why a specific language should be 
given priority in certain domains, his position was diametrically opposed to 
that of other interviewees. He argued against the possibility of keeping Rus-
sian as a language that may reasonably be used as a language of instruction. 
This was especially so related to certain subjects, and he further underscored 
this by maintaining that reading history in the Russian language will present 
history from a “position of Russian consciousness” and that the “perception 
of historical realities is closer when one reads in the native language”. 
Hence, in contrast to other statements (which will be discussed below) he 
portrayed the Russian language as a “foreign language” in the sense that it 
should not be used for certain purposes which ought to be filled by Ukrain-
ian as the state language. Thus, this excerpt also illustrates the conflicting 
perceptions of which roles a language can fill – or whether a language can at 
all be seen as having a certain purpose in forming a “national conscious-
ness”.  

7.1.2 The issue of Russification 
As Chapter 3 on the language situation during the Soviet times should have 
made clear, it is far from universally accepted to render this period as one of 
harmonious bilingualism. Bilaniuk writes that “‘bilingualism’ became a 
catchphrase for Russification” and that “policies of bilingualism were a 
mask for systematic intervention designed to promote standard Russian and 
efface the distinctiveness of other languages” (2005:115). This corresponds 
to Landau and Kellner-Heinkele’s assertion that the term bilingualism in the 
Soviet Union “was a euphemism for fluency in Russian, in a lop-sided situa-
tion generally favouring Russian – rarely reflecting an equal proficiency in 
both the native language and Russian” and that recommendations in Soviet 
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publications of the adoption of Russian as a “second mother tongue” were 
not promoting bilingualism, but “rather a shift to monolingualism in Russian 
at the expense of the mother tongues” (2001:70). As seen above, some inter-
viewees reproduced narratives based on the “official version” of the state of 
affairs during the Soviet period. Yet, others presented a different version of 
the situation during the same period. Personal narratives and counter-
memories produce another part of the official story that serves as corrections 
to official version (Wanner 1998) and these stories have been shared and 
told from one generation to the next. Thus some of the younger interviewees 
also had “their” stories to tell about Soviet life, which countered the brighter 
picture produced by Soviet authorities. An instance of such counter-
memories is illustrated in the following personal story:  

Let’s take me…we speak Russian, but in every way possible we welcome a 
movement towards Ukrainianisation, because, I don’t know, it is this feeling, 
that you are a Ukrainian, but was brought up [no byl vospitan]…[did not fin-
ish sentence] Well, like, my father – a Ukrainian – he is not from Khar’kov, 
but in his youth he moved here to study, got his degree and worked here. In 
school and all his life where he used to live he spoke in Ukrainian. His par-
ents still speak Ukrainian and the whole locality [mestnost’] there speaks 
Ukrainian. That is, he moved here during the Soviet period, and he had to re-
form [vynuzhden byl perestraivat’sia], nobody asked him, that is, they made 
him into a Russian-speaker [iz nego delali russkoiazychnogo] /…/ He was 
obliged to study in Russian, take his exams in Russian, work, carry out all 
documentation also in Russian, and in everyday life, the city was Russian-
speaking. And well, many have such a story, that is, thousands, such was des-
tiny. They all came from the countryside, generally, to the city, and the cities 
were Russian-speaking, the countryside was all the time Ukrainian-speaking 
(University teacher/PhD student in history, b. 1981, March 2005, in Russian).  

It is clear that his story was coloured by a feeling of loss, a loss that he felt 
should be restored in some way, as indicated in the introduction where he 
claimed to be in favour of Ukrainianisation since he is “a Ukrainian”. I 
would say that it was not obvious whether his ideological stance on 
Ukrainianisation as a good thing made him experience a feeling of loss, or 
whether a feeling of loss invoked an ideological stance; it may rather be 
characterised as an interaction of the two aspects as mutually reinforcing. 
This story of language management in Soviet times did not portray it as a 
situation of choice and voluntary language shift (as official rhetoric had it, 
cf. Ch. 3), here the Russian language was portrayed as “imposed” on people. 
He also said that at this age, his father is not capable of “turning back”, that 
he cannot speak in Ukrainian anymore. He portrayed this as a loss inflicted 
on his father: “that is, they kind of took that away from him, by force, one 
might say.” This was also underlined in the expression above that his father 
was “made a Russian-speaker”. He used the term Russification to explain his 
father’s situation, and did not relate his language shift to social mobility or 
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career prospects, thus not describing the situation in terms of economic util-
ity. Yet, it was quite rare that I heard anyone refer to Russification during the 
Soviet period. In one of the student groups, however, this issue was dis-
cussed explicitly. The first student engaged with the theme of forced Russi-
fication, portraying the Soviet power as having deprived the Ukrainian peo-
ple of something that was “their” and indicative of them as Ukrainians. Her 
fellow student presented another version of history, referring to pre-Soviet 
times in arguing for Russian as inherent to the region. The first student an-
swered by personal stories proving what “really happened”, and in her story, 
even people in the Kharkiv area were “forced to speak Russian”. 

 
Student 1: Well, after all, [Ukrainian] is our historical language. Why should 

we have to lose it because we were forced for eighty years to speak in an-
other language? We were deprived of our language. What kind of nation 
are we, if we were deprived of our language? /…/ 

Student 2: I would like to contradict you. After all, it is not [only for] eighty 
years [that] we speak that language [i.e., Russian] all of our history began 
way, way back. 

Student 1: You know, wait, I’ll interrupt you. I [will] just tell about my 
grandmother, how they were forced to speak Russian. That is, people 
lived [here] and their entire family spoke Ukrainian, and when the Soviet 
power came, [my grandmother] was born during the Soviet period, but her 
parents already before the revolution, and they were forced to learn the 
Russian language and speak Russian. That is the clearest indicator that the 
Ukrainian language was eradicated here for eighty years  

(Students, pharmacology, b. 1980-82, October 2003, in Russian). 

The first student also gave other instances portraying discrimination against 
Ukrainian in favour of Russian, in a narrative which contradicted the image 
of Soviet linguistic harmony and the naturalness of the predominance of 
Russian in Kharkiv. She claimed that 

if there was a family of a soldier, they moved from one city to the next, and 
when a father in the military moved with children from Russia, his children 
were not allowed to learn the Ukrainian language, because he was in the mili-
tary service and that was not necessary /../ That is, here there were first and 
foremost Russian-language schools. Almost one hundred percent Russian 
schools. Ukrainian was optional (ibid, student 1). 

This was one of the few instances when Soviet language policies were dis-
cussed among the students, and when historical developments were men-
tioned they would rather reify the position of Russian as inherent to the re-
gion. More often, however, the students were concerned about the current 
state of affairs, perhaps also since they had little personal experience with 
the Soviet period, and the counter-narratives about practices and life during 
Soviet times may have lost their importance in present-day Ukraine.  
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7.2 Fear of cultural loss as generating resistance 
As already stated, the general opinion among respondents and interviewees 
was clearly that people should be allowed to use whichever language they 
want in private life and also to a large extent in public life. As outlined 
above, this argument was often expressed in a way that in principle should 
open for equal use of both Russian and Ukrainian, and emphasis was put on 
the fact that people “in general understand” both languages and therefore 
language use should be no problem as such. Moreover, a frequently quoted 
saying was that “the more language ones knows, the richer one is as a per-
son”, hence, emphasising a rhetoric of the intrinsic value of knowing and 
using several languages, and the sensibleness of knowing both Ukrainian and 
Russian. However, as mentioned, in the context of Russian-speaking 
Kharkiv, this line of argument often turned out to be supportive for some-
one’s right to speak in Russian rather than advocating actual equal use of 
Ukrainian and Russian. Some of the interviewees portrayed Russian as the 
language potentially “under threat” in their rendering of the language situa-
tion. This perspective may seem paradoxical since the Russian language was 
perceived as the predominantly used language in all spheres in Kharkiv (as 
seen in Ch. 5) but I believe that this may be analysed in terms of insecurity. 
In contrast to the discussion in Chapter 9 where I will examine how the mo-
tive of insecurity may be related to a macro level and incited some of the 
students to argue for the position of Ukrainian as the only state language170 – 
here, I will argue that insecurity may also relate to the micro level, to a sense 
of personal insecurity which also explains attitudes to and beliefs about lan-
guage practices and language management. Some of the interviewees 
claimed to be targeted by state language management, and it thus became 
apparent how a sense of threat or pressure from the authorities may foster 
resistance. Since Ukrainian is the state language, and it has official support 
in that capacity, some Russian-speakers or persons who identify with a Rus-
sian-speaking culture may feel that their language, culture and history do not 
receive the status, attention and respect they deserve.171 This feeling may be 

                               
170 I.e. the state and nation as a collective being threatened by extinction or “disappearance” if 
national symbols are not protected and actively used to distinguish the state or nation from 
others. 
171 An example of this belief provided by a public person, Georgy Kryuchkov, long-standing 
deputy of the Communist Party of Ukraine, is found in a piece published on the Russian news 
site regnum.ru on 8 June 2006. “Concerning the Russian language, I would like to note that 
lately I have visited Armenia, Latvia, Lithuania, the Czech Republic. Not very long ago you 
could easily communicate in Russian in those countries (including at international confer-
ences, symposiums, negotiations). Now only a few, mostly old, people speak Russian there. 
For example, in Armenia it is hard to find a street or office you need as there are neither Rus-
sian nor English signs there (unlike other countries). The same is happening in Ukraine - but 
if we oust the Russian language tens of millions of people will lose access to the rich and 
unique Russian culture, to scientific and other specialized literature. There is a danger - and 
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accentuated if they believe that the Russian culture is part of and has con-
tributed to Ukrainian culture – thus making Russian culture integral to 
Ukrainian. If they believe that this contribution to Ukrainian culture is de-
valuated and that unsympathetic forces, whether called western Ukrainians, 
Ukrainian nationalists or Kyiv politicians, attempt to eradicate this part of 
their heritage, this will be channelled as resistance or even active opposition. 
I associate this stance with people who seek to block changes that threaten 
their resources, status or political influence, who may be labelled restorers or 
resisters according to Mitchell’s (2005) categories, and I find that this sense 
of threat to some degree corresponds to what Janmaat (2000:162pp) calls 
“fear of cultural loss”.172

7.2.1 Using both legs: The place of Russian language and 
culture 

The statement reproduced above holding that the Ukrainian language and 
culture need more protection, since the Russian language is already so pre-
dominant, was opposed by other interviewees. For instance, one person 
complained about the lack of state support for Russian language and culture. 
He claimed that the way the situation is handled now does not take advan-
tage of the assets that are found in the Kharkiv area, and he believed that the 
Russian-speakers are to some degree left out. 

I think, that if by nature [it] has been given such a Russian-speaking, bilin-
gual country, then it is better to walk on both legs /…/ I believe that this was 
the state’s main fault: instead of choking half of the population, on the con-
trary, it would have been necessary to give it the possibility to de-
velop…within the bounds of the Ukrainian state (Journalist, b. 1966, August 
2004, in Russian). 

He maintained that state policies do not support the Russian language culture 
and literature sufficiently, as we have seen that Ukrainian-speakers might 
say about the Ukrainian language and culture, hence again illustrating dia-
metrically opposed interpretations of the current situation. His choice of 
words indicated that he might interpret this as being carried out by the state 
deliberately utilising coercive means. This also relates to remarks presented 

                                                                                                                             
many do not see it yet - that humanity may lose one of the most precious values of our civili-
zation.” See “Pochemu Kiev vzial kurs na razryv s Rossiei”. 
172 Janmaat identified this aspect in relation to language retention among Russian parents in 
L’viv, seeing Ukrainian-language education as potentially “Ukrainianising” their children. He 
reports that this fear was more infrequently encountered among Russian-speakers in cities like 
Kyiv, Odesa and Donets’k. I will expand on this idea somewhat since I noticed a recurrent 
theme on one’s Russian cultural roots, heritage or cultural identity as questioned and targeted 
by state measures was expressed by people in Kharkiv, relating to a fear of being  “Ukrainian-
ised”. 
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in Sections 4.4 and 6.3 on going “against historical traditions” when authori-
ties try to “Ukrainianise” the population through their “anti-popular poli-
cies”. Since the Russian language is considered a natural part to this area, 
one should rather set out to develop this advantage than trying to deny its 
existence. I encountered a feeling of devaluation and ousting of Russian 
culture in one area in particular. People expressed their horror that Russian 
literature was now taught as part of the subject “world literature” (in contrast 
to “our literature”). They also complained that the amount of time allotted to 
literature was cut down so that school children today would never have the 
opportunity to read through even the most central Russian classics (cf. Wan-
ner 1998:85). Furthermore, as this student lamented, they even read the Rus-
sian national poet Aleksandr S. Pushkin in Ukrainian these days, when they 
study his work.  

Even Pushkin they hardly study at school /…/ well, Pushkin is a Russian 
writer, once upon a time he lived there in Russia, wrote, created his works. 
And now all his works are translated, well, those in general, in the school 
program, Evgenii Onegin, and so on, are translated into Ukrainian. How is it 
possible to read Pushkin in Ukrainian?! I don’t know. For me that is, of 
course…painful, sad [obidno, pechal’no], because it is nevertheless a beauti-
ful language (Student, philology, b. 1984, March 2005, in Russian).  

Part of her expression of sadness is tied to the issue of language, that the 
beautiful Russian language of Pushkin is set aside for a Ukrainian transla-
tion. In addition, her strong reaction to this must also be seen in the light of 
the almost sanctified position of Pushkin in Russian literary culture and in 
relation to the development of Russian literature and language. By translat-
ing him, especially into Ukrainian perhaps (since this is perceived to be un-
necessary and maybe even somewhat of an offence), he becomes “just an-
other” poet, not the centrepiece of a great Russian literary tradition. 

7.2.2 Russian language as a higher value: The problem of the 
intelligentsia 

Some interviewees articulated an additional dimension to the feeling of cul-
tural loss, expressing beliefs concerning the Russian language as being of 
greater value, representing a higher cultural level (cf. footnote 171). Thus, in 
addition to an association with insecurity and fear of cultural loss as above, 
this theme may be related to ideology and how a certain world view may 
create obstacles in acknowledging the Ukrainian language as acceptable for 
certain spheres. Hence, one may oppose a more wide-spread use of the 
Ukrainian language on grounds that it is not as “developed” and cannot fill 
the same functions as the Russian language (cf. Table 5.1). This dimension 
came through with particular force in one interview with a professor of phys-
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ics, where the Russian language was portrayed as representing something 
“better” than the Ukrainian language. He talked about the common goods of 
Russian high culture and literature, underlining that without these compo-
nents as part of their cultural baggage, Ukrainians will never be “fully edu-
cated.”173 Then he moved on to the area of scientific research, in order to 
explain why the language of instruction in physics should continue to be 
Russian at the universities in Ukraine, but especially in Kharkiv. 

But to fully [push out] the Russian language I simply find dangerous. Why? 
It is a highly developed culture, it is Pushkin, Lermontov, Dostoevsky, Tol-
stoy. Without knowledge of Russian literature, the Russian language, it is 
impossible to be a fully educated Ukrainian. It is the same, in that it is impos-
sible not to know English or American poets and writers /…/ I believe that 
science is united, there is no Ukrainian physics, no Russian physics, no 
American physics. And therefore, in our university, the leading university of 
the Soviet Union and of course, the leading university in Ukraine, here the 
instruction must be conducted in the Russian language henceforth so that our 
graduates might work in Russia also, might read Russian journals, might send 
articles to Russian journals and be published there (Professor of physics, b. 
1950, October 2003, in Russian). 

In general it was actually rare to find outspoken support for a situation in 
which the Russian language should continue to be the predominantly used in 
all spheres, as this would rather be wrapped up in other arguments (cf. the 
discussion on “equality”). Yet, the Russian language might be connected to 
“the metaphor of language-as-wealth” (Ries 1997:32), representing not only 
cultural capital but also political power and symbolic capital. An attack on 
Russian as one’s main language would then in the end, for some, be an at-
tack on their entire way of life. As representative of what is considered the 
state of the art (e.g. a leading university), the carrier of cultural values and 
traditions and the medium of world-renowned authors, the Russian language 
will then be far more than a means of communication for some; it also repre-
sents a belonging to a certain cultural sphere. As mentioned in Chapter 1, 
some of those who previously held attractive positions which were associ-
ated with high social status may conceive of current changes as contributing 
to a redefinition of their previous positions. This is in particular associated 
with a fear of losing the status previously associated with the Russian lan-
guage and Russian culture. These persons may be considered as sharing a 
specific cultural identity, being members of a Russian-speaking cultural in-
telligentsia. As Nancy Ries(1997:140) points out, language is central in “the 
construction and reproduction of ethnic or cultural identity. In addition, 
however, the metaphor of language as wealth offers great potential for resis-

                               
173 He actually added that the same goes for English or American writers, but left the English 
language out of the picture, since to his mind his students did not have a good enough com-
mand of English. 
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tance; it proclaims that language, that free and luxurious resource, is the 
most valuable of properties, more valuable than tangible assets – limousines, 
dachas, social position – possessed by others. By iterating this idea, people 
can resist acknowledging the relative poverty and powerlessness which are 
their social conditions”. Certainly, this observation seems pertinent in rela-
tion to some of the interviewees in this study. As a university teacher, one’s 
social status may be rather high, but one’s economic status is low: big 
money is not to be earned in academia, the workload is high and financial 
openings for conducting research are limited (unless one gets the opportunity 
to be financed from abroad or to go abroad). Intellectual competence is a 
main asset valued in itself, and since this is intertwined with language com-
petence, any perception of “those in power” trying to undermine the value of 
one’s main asset, in some sense to devaluate who one is, will potentially feed 
opposition to what is seen as both unfair and unreasonable. The cultural and 
educational intelligentsia has been targeted in the sense that domains relating 
to educational and cultural policies have been under the national-democratic 
politicians since independence. Thus, a “nationalist redesign of society” 
(Wanner 1998:168), even if far from completed according to other voices in 
this material (cf. Wanner on private schools), has been a way of restoring a 
Ukrainian cultural identity, reversing “Sovietisation” and “Russification” 
through the educational system, thus dismantling something that some of the 
interviewees held is the only “working legacy” of the Soviet Union. Here, I 
should underline one important point with reference to my material. During 
the last part of the fieldwork in March 2005 the Bologna process, i.e. the 
unification and coordination of higher education in Europe, was under dis-
cussion. Some of the interviewees were very negative to this process since 
they saw this as a kind of forced “Europeanisation” introducing reforms of a 
high quality educational system that had worked for decades in the Soviet 
Union. Since this was also after the Orange Revolution, the Bologna process 
may have been associated with the new regime and its outspoken intents of 
European integration. For some of the interviewees, this was just one more 
way of suppressing and erasing parts of the cultural and intellectual heritage 
they saw themselves as mediators of. 

The problem of the intelligentsia and resistance to Ukrainianisation was 
also linked to the discussion on bilingualism by some interviewees.  

If we should look at this question sensibly, then I believe that of course, that 
it is necessary to know the two languages. It would be correct, it would be 
good, if everybody knew both Ukrainian and Russian. That would be conven-
ient when it comes to contacts with western Ukraine, and with Kiev, the cen-
tre. But it must develop gradually, very slowly and with such soft methods. 
Here these methods are not always soft, they sometimes have a tough charac-
ter, especially in science, where you do not have alternatives: you have to 
hand in your article in Ukrainian, even though you do not know [the lan-
guage] (University teacher in history, b. 1967, October 2003, in Russian). 
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As mentioned, one quite common argument was based on the intrinsic value 
of knowing several languages, not least from a practical point of view – if 
one looks at the matters “sensibly” – that would be most reasonable. Yet, 
this rather common argument nevertheless came out as a way of arguing that 
one should rather preserve the status quo, resisting change in practice while 
going along with it in rhetoric. One could claim to be supportive of the idea 
that everybody should know Ukrainian as the state language, but only as far 
as Russian holds its previous position. It thus becomes a way of easing pos-
sible tension; to argue for a bilingual society in principle, with the implica-
tion that the individual can stay monolingual in practice. I would interpret 
this stand in terms of conflict or potential conflict; if reforms or changes may 
lead to a loss of status and power, resistance grows and may lead to conflict 
between the state and groups holding opposing interests – here exemplified 
by university teachers who were committed to the Russian language and 
what they believed it embodies in terms of knowledge and experience, but 
believing to be targeted by the state. This seemed to be a rather common line 
of argument among those who were in positions where Russian has been and 
still is the predominantly used language, and where their positions to some 
degree rely on the fact that they command this language. In this particular 
case, I base this interpretation also on the interviewee’s statement cited be-
low, that he is “passively opposing” Ukrainian as a “foreign language”, also 
being indignant about the presentation of Russian as “foreign”. Resistance 
(whether passive or active) to changes was justified by some interviewees on 
the grounds that changes are too swift or entail coercion, or that measures 
are directed at a certain segment of the population, hence evoking a sense of 
unequal treatment, or discrimination, of different segments of the population. 
In the excerpt above, this was exemplified by the mention of science as a 
domain where excessively harsh demands were put forward regarding lan-
guage use. This issue was highlighted further in the following quote from the 
same interview where the language issue was discussed as problematical for 
just a certain category of people.  

For most people who live in Khar’kov, there is no language problem. Be-
cause the largest part of people are those who work in the private sector, sell 
things at the market [bazaar], are workmen, work with something in farming, 
and nobody forces them to change their language one way or the other. That 
is, which language do they speak? Whichever [that suits them]. And abso-
lutely nobody [in no way] “regulates them”. That is, in reality it is the prob-
lem of a very narrow part of the population, it is the intelligentsia’s problem. 
It is the problem of those who work with print, science, and education. I be-
lieve it is 10 percent, maybe 5 percent of the population; only for them is it 
problematical. And the state, of course, regulates the language in some way 
for these people [the intelligentsia] because [the state] is interested in their 
propagating it, their being engaged in it, and we feel a pressure in that regard. 
We feel a pressure from the state, but we passively oppose it because for us 
this is a foreign language and for our auditorium it is also foreign, and natu-
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rally we strive to protect the old language [i.e. Russian] (University teacher in 
history, b. 1967, October 2003, in Russian). 

This was portrayed as a conscious opposition to a “foreign language” that 
the state is forcing a small part of the population, the intelligentsia, to use as 
part of the state’s “propaganda”. Here, he constructed an opposition between 
our language, Russian and the foreign language, Ukrainian (in sharp con-
trast to the statement made by the teacher in business Ukrainian above about 
it being “nonsense” to teach certain subjects in Russian as a foreign lan-
guage). Thus, his previous statements about being sensible and about the 
“good” of knowing both languages alternated with talk about resistance 
when he referred to himself, his colleagues and his students as some kind of 
victims of language regulations. Thus, the state’s language management was 
portrayed as measures taken in favour of the Ukrainian language, amounting 
to pressure on for instance university teachers in order to replace the “old 
language”. As illustrated here, language regulations were perceived as di-
rected towards the intelligentsia while “ordinary people” were left alone to 
speak in the language they find comfortable. This perception of belonging to 
a category of people that has been targeted is a possible way of legitimising 
one’s opposition to changes that one believes are unfair or unnecessary, or in 
the worst case, damaging to themselves and in this case their students. Thus, 
this line of argument was in many cases exposing a kind of “double stan-
dards” in talking about the “correctness” or the “advantage” of everybody 
knowing two languages, but at the same time resisting the use of Ukrainian 
in certain domains. The issue of passive resistance in education is noted by 
Wanner (1998:84) as well, who writes that in “the eastern and southern prov-
inces, some teachers and administrators coped with the change in language 
policy, in the grand Soviet tradition of ‘two personalities,’ by simply accept-
ing the policy in word and passively resisting it to the extent that they could 
in deed.” 

7.3 Discussing resistance or compliance 
It seemed that requirements of a knowledge of Ukrainian related to work 
occurred quite rarely (cf. Ch. 5 and 6). A possible feeling of the Russian 
language being under threat was thus related to what one believe may hap-
pen, in constructing a worst-case scenario where actions could be taken to 
simply “clear the Russian language away”. There might be a strong element 
of uneasiness behind this line of argument, not relating so much to what was 
actually going on at the time, but to what might happen, what was feared 
could happen. If the Ukrainian language would be forced upon people in 
Kharkiv, the person cited above, along with many others, might find it diffi-
cult to cope with that situation. So far, however, this seemed not to be the 
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case. This kind of rumours were constantly in the making; in March 2005 I 
was told that the new government was going to prohibit the teaching of Rus-
sian in all schools, and the student who said this was certain that it was a 
fact. 

And now this will be clearly visible, on television they said that, of course 
Russian will not become a second [state language] and that now Ukrainiani-
sation will begin, they say this all the time, all over the place. /…/ On televi-
sion, in the newspapers I haven’t seen it, perhaps in the newspapers too. But 
on television they said that it will, Russian language will be cleared away 
completely [sovershenno uberut], that is, it will be completely unnecessary to 
study it, like useless. I just find it very interesting, when we study English, 
that is foreign, right? They study Polish in the schools, German, French. And 
Russian is unnecessary to study? So it would be better if we studied it like a 
foreign [language], so, what’s the difference? Yes, a foreign language: Eng-
lish, Russian, French, Polish. But they want to wipe it entirely off the face of 
the earth. [M: Really?] Yes. That is, we’ll study English and French, but Rus-
sian – it’s not allowed [nelz’ia]. And why is it not allowed? That’s not clear 
[neizvestno]. So, there you are (Student, philology, b. 1984, March 2005, in 
Russian). 

When I asked her whether she thought the new regime would really be able 
to go through with that kind of policy, she gave me an elaborate answer, 
starting with an affirmative “of course, it is possible to Ukrainianise fully”. 
Then she repeated a conversation she had had with one of her friends, a girl 
originally from the Russian-speaking city of Donets’k in eastern Ukraine, 
studying in Kharkiv at the Ukrainian Faculty of the Pedagogical University. 
She cited this girl as having said that “[president Viktor] Yushchenko will 
introduce the Ukrainian language everywhere and everybody will have to 
[budut vynyzhdeny] speak Ukrainian, so therefore I’m already making my-
self ready for that.” However, the interviewee’s friend had apparently given 
a lot of thought to her change of language, as the interviewee retold her 
friend’s imagining of what might come: 

She says “Well, so what? They’ll make [zastaviat] you speak Ukrainian.” I 
tell her: “They’ll not make us. If we speak Russian, they’ll not make us speak 
another language.” She says: “And if you enter a store here in Khar’kov, you 
enter the store and say ‘Give me a bottle of lemonade.’ And the shop assis-
tant says to you ‘Probachte, ia vas ne rozumiu’ [in Ukrainian: Sorry, I don’t 
understand]. So, what will you do then?” And I answer: “I’ll turn around and 
leave that store.” She says: “You go into another store and the same way they 
tell you ‘Ia vas ne rozumiu.’ [She switches to Ukrainian in rendering her 
friend’s speech:] When you say in Ukrainian ‘Give me whatever, bread or 
something’, [switching back to Russian:] then only, they’ll sell you that 
product. And it’ll be like that everywhere. Whether you go somewhere in the 
administration [gosudarstvennaia struktura], to the bank or wherever, and 
say ‘Give me something, give me a paper’ and they’ll tell you ‘Probachte…’. 
So, that is, you’ll just have to speak that language, Ukrainian, because eve-
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rywhere it will be predominant: all signs, everything…” (Student, philology, 
b. 1984, March 2005, in Russian). 

Here the issue of “forced Ukrainianisation” was approached in a matter-of-
fact way in contrast to the above statements on resistance and opposition. In 
the interviewee’s reproduction of this conversation, her friend was portrayed 
as taking this issue very pragmatically, something that is bound to happen, 
and that she had better prepare herself for. Another interesting side to this 
conversation were the exaggerated statements on the belief in the power of 
the president (or the language management of state authorities); that Presi-
dent Yushchenko could decree shop assistants in Kharkiv not to understand 
someone asking for a bottle of lemonade in Russian.174 In contrast to another 
student who claimed that language regulations were “just words” and that 
nobody can be coerced into switching from Russian –not even worth trying – 
this girl was portrayed as assuming not only the feasibility, but even the 
probability of that happening.175 The time aspect may be an intervening fac-
tor here as this interview was carried out after the Orange Revolution, in 
March 2005, when – even though enthusiasm was clearly flagging – people I 
talked to still expressed some belief in the new president and the Orange 
politicians being able to take action, whether in positive or negative terms; 
after all, far from everybody wanted the changes they believed they saw 
coming (cf. comment on the Bologna process above). This story may also be 
an indication of generational differences, as a student who comes from Rus-
sian-speaking Donets’k was portrayed as simply accepting these possible 
changes and “preparing herself” for that, not referring to feelings of anxiety 
or insecurity, which were noticeable in the talk of some of the older genera-
tions as discussed above. These university teachers would surely not prepare 
themselves for a “full Ukrainianisation”, rather opposing Ukrainian as a 
“foreign language” in their world. In a perspective focusing on personal in-
security, Ukrainianisation is thus a threatening prospect and may be inter-
preted as a possible obstacle to keeping one’s work, one’s status in society or 
preserving one’s dignity or social identity (e.g. as an intellectual, as a Rus-
sian-speaker, as an eastern Ukrainian, as a Kharkivite). Further, it was por-
trayed as measures taken by other groups (politicians, nationalists, Ukrain-

                               
174 Rather, my own experience with shop assistants in Kharkiv has been that some seemed 
reluctant to even respond to requests in Ukrainian, let alone answer someone in Ukrainian. 
This was commented upon by few of the interviewees probably since they rarely use Ukrain-
ian in public. However, those who did use Ukrainian commented upon this issue, see Chapter 
8, especially footnote 184. 
175 Of course, it may be problematic putting much weight on what someone allegedly said, 
based on second hand information as in this case. Yet, the person who retold these stories also 
subscribed to this view in the sense that she did not challenge her friend’s reported statements 
whether this was feasible. As she stated, she too believed that “full Ukrainianisation” was 
possible, but she did not wish for it to happen, whereas her friend was “preparing herself” for 
the predominance of the Ukrainian language. 
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ian-speakers, “provincial Kyivites”, or westerners/Europeans) to target and 
suppress their community (cf. Makarov, Ch. 4). Concerning the issue of 
active opposition, this was something interviewees rarely talked about, but 
one person expressed this point quite vividly, thus also illustrating percep-
tions of insecurity and threat:  

Well, imagine if I was told tomorrow: “You have to work in Ukrainian”. I 
could not work, that means I would lose my job. So what do you think, when 
I’ve lost my job, lost all the money I could have earned, what do I do if from 
Russia, from Belgorod176, Russian tanks come onto Khar’kov? Not having a 
job, not having money, not having a possibility to live, I’d greet them with 
flowers (University teacher in history, b. 1963, October 2003, in Russian). 

This quote brings forth several sides to the issue of insecurity. Firstly, it ex-
emplifies Ukrainian nationalists’ fears of Russian-speakers or ethnic Rus-
sians as a possible “fifth column” (cf. Shulman 1998b:620-621), and state-
level insecurity vis-à-vis Russia, hence arguing for the necessity of 
Ukrainianisation. Secondly, this statement made apparent how some might 
actually declare support of the Russian state (and its military forces) through 
Russian language and culture if the Ukrainian state will put too much pres-
sure on him to conform, igniting a fear of being “Ukrainianised”. This per-
son called himself a Ukrainian patriot in another part of the interview; hence 
this excerpt also brings attention to potential conflicting feelings in individu-
als. When ingroups and outgroups are constantly redefined different social 
identities thus may conflict. The salience of social identities varies according 
to context, and here it became very obvious since the allegiances he talked 
about come out as contradictory, opposing each other. 

This quotation represented the most intense expression of opposition to-
wards the introduction of the Ukrainian language among the interviewees, 
even though he might have exaggerated his view on the state of affairs 
here.177 Yet, this excerpt made it clear how the issue of insecurity on a per-
sonal level can be connected to the language issue. Based on the prospect of 
“forced Ukrainianisation”, the scenario was about being denied an identity as 
an academician and a risk of having the image of him conveyed to others or 
his social status undermined. The scenario also concerned losing his ability 
to earn money, to take care of his family. At this point, the Russian language 
became a factor that keeps his entire life together, while the Ukrainian lan-
guage came to represent the aspect that might make everything fall apart. 
Here, the Russian language became more than a mere tool of communication 
or a part of his personal identity, it turned into a representation of a way of 

                               
176 Belgorod is a Russian city just across the border. Curiously enough, on 2 July 2006 Izves-
tiia reported that “Belgorod is preparing for war with Ukraine”. 
177 Perhaps for the sake of the “audience”, not least myself as the foreign researcher needing 
to be “convinced” of the seriousness of the situation. 
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life he knows and values, which he claimed to be willing to stand up for. In 
that sense the Russian language became a guarantor that the world he lives in 
will not change, at least not too much, and thus he claimed that if he had to, 
he would have gone to extremes to keep the status quo, preserve the “old 
order”, or even looking back at what was before (i.e. the Soviet Union), as a 
restorer.178 What was completely lacking from the hypothetical scenario 
outlined above, though, was the possibility of learning Ukrainian in order to 
keep the job he had (or even taking another job where it was not required). 
This was more prominent in talk on acceptance or compliance, as in the 
story of the student’s friend from Donets’k retold above or in the discussion 
on duty and obligations presented in Chapter 6. Based on what I was told by 
interviewees in Kharkiv, it could be assumed to be the case for quite many of 
the students that they accepted this development to a fuller extent, and that 
this thus accounts for their relatively positive attitudes. Even though they did 
not use the Ukrainian language as the main language of communication, they 
may feel that they have the knowledge if it becomes necessary and therefore 
were not negative to (or frightened by) this prospect. Here I believe to have 
found a rather clear-cut generational divide, as the younger respondents were 
quite unambiguous about expectations or requirements regarding having a 
knowledge of Ukrainian, and that they seemed not particularly bothered by 
that prospect. Many students claimed to have no problems using Ukrainian if 
they had to; it was just that they rarely encountered that demand at present.179  

7.3.1 The fear of appearing ridiculous  
The question concerning linguistic competence and insecurity may be ana-
lysed in terms of threat to social status and the fear of appearing ridiculous. 
Cooper (1989:77) writes about the unwillingness “to appear ridiculous” with 
reference to resistance towards a campaign promoting normative alternatives 
of Hebrew in Israel, pointing out that “ridicule is attached to the adoption of 
something new” (ibid:79). In particular, if one does not endorse the general 
ideology behind the adoption of new ways, one may not be willing to pay the 
price of appearing ridiculous, even if this is just for a transitional period.180 
                               
178 Additionally, this person also claimed to have voted against the break-up of the Soviet 
Union and that it was something he was proud of. 
179 I also observed this in contexts other than in interviews. For instance, I was once stopped 
by a girl in her early twenties conducting a poll for a chain of pharmacies. I asked her if she 
might have given me the questions in Ukrainian, which she apparently could. She told that she 
was never asked too, though, except for once when she polled a man from L’viv, claiming 
that she had no trouble switching to Ukrainian at that point.  
180 A friend in Kyiv who teaches at an institution of higher education there told about the, in 
his mind, rather hard transition from teaching in Russian to teaching in Ukrainian, which 
involved much preparation on his side and even harsh arguments with the students at first. 
Now, he said, the students did not want to be taught in Russian the way they wanted in the 
beginning of the 1990s since it is considered “more convenient” to be taught in Ukrainian, for 
instance given that text-books are in Ukrainian and that the students expect to need Ukrainian 
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Hence, this could be related to insecurity as a motive in personal language 
management and individual language practices. The person quoted above 
was also concerned about the image others would have of him as an intellec-
tual. Appearing unintelligent before his students was cited as an important 
reason for not being “able to” work in Ukrainian. As an intellectual, working 
as university teacher, at least in Kharkiv, one’s professional identity or role 
may be closely associated with the Russian language – and in that case, only 
firm cultural or political convictions may provide motivation for deliberately 
altering language use. 

But now, the politicians put the question like this: now the Ukrainian lan-
guage is national, to work in it is obligatory, and if you do not know it, that’s 
your problem, or if you know it poorly. I, for instance, I know it, I learnt 
Ukrainian language at school, but I know it poorly. It is embarrassing for me, 
as an intellectual, to talk poorly to the students. I cannot work in Ukrainian 
(University teacher in history, b. 1963, October 2003, in Russian). 

Embarrassment may clearly be related to resistance to language change, and 
even more when it is perceived as imposed by someone else, as in this ex-
ample, the politicians. Bilaniuk writes that she “frequently found that people 
who were more accustomed to speaking Russian were inhibited from using 
Ukrainian, fearing embarrassment that their language would be labelled 
surzhyk” (2005:20). As surzhyk is considered a sign of poor education, and 
indicative of lower status, to speak a “poor Ukrainian” which his students 
may consider to be surzhyk, would undermine this person’s self-perception 
and identity as an intellectual (cf. Section 8.3.2). Thus, this “psychological 
stress” comes in addition to the more general stress in the actual teaching 
situation as related by one student on how she mixed up terms and expres-
sions from different languages when teaching. Even though she had spoken 
Ukrainian since childhood she felt insecure when it came to using it profes-
sionally, since this was not one of the domains in which she was used to 
employing it. This account also demonstrated the domain division between 
Russian and Ukrainian, where Russian was the language if high education 
and “clever” formulation, and even though she claimed to know Ukrainian 
perfectly, she obviously felt that it was not functional in all domains (cf. 
further discussion in Ch. 8 on domain divisions). 

From childhood I also kind of spoke both Ukrainian and Russian. I know 
Ukrainian perfectly. At the [Pedagogical] institute our lectures are only in 
Russian, therefore when I hear spoken Ukrainian I understand it, but if I have 
to say something more clever, then I cannot formulate my thoughts. /…/ at 
the university the teachers give all lectures only in Russian, only Russian. 
Therefore, if a new teacher comes and starts teaching in the derzhavna mova 

                                                                                                                             
in professional life. Yet, this observation was related to Kyiv and incentives seem to be on a 
quite different level there in comparison with Kharkiv. 
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[state language, in Ukrainian], then it is very difficult to understand, the ter-
minology is impossible to understand, even some scientific concepts, politi-
cal… /…/ So, I was in practice and taught English, it was necessary to ex-
plain the grammar in Ukrainian to the kids. But at the institute the training is 
only in Russian, well, I know Ukrainian, but those terms, theory, it is very 
difficult for me to take in, but I get it, I get it. I can read, and I can talk, but 
talk only very slowly because I have to collect my thoughts, I can say nothing 
quickly. And to explain to the kids… An auditorium sits there, they all look 
at me, and in the instant when I get nervous I cannot collect my thoughts. It 
turned out that I said something in English, something in Ukrainian and 
something in Russian; it all turned into a mess. And the kids in seventh grade, 
they could not understand me (Student, Philology (Russian/English), b. 1984, 
March 2005, in Russian). 

Furthermore, the situation that she described here is one main argument in 
language discussions in Kharkiv and something that several of the respon-
dents talked about. Firstly, the troubles one creates for the children by 
changing between languages, and secondly, how stressful this is for the 
teachers, especially the older generation (cf. Section 6.5 above on abrupt 
changes of language practices in school). This feeling of “stress” and “dis-
comfort” is something that may breed further resistance towards use of the 
Ukrainian language. This will be especially noticeable in the academic world 
since the main activity is transference of knowledge and language is so cen-
tral in that process. Still, not all of the respondents saw this as a clear-cut 
problem, but rather something that one tried to avoid if possible. One of the 
university teachers claimed to use Ukrainian if a majority of the students 
wanted that but said that it “rarely occurs”. He found this to be a good thing 
since he was not comfortable teaching in Ukrainian. The interesting point 
was that even though he claimed not to enjoy it, he might give lectures in 
Ukrainian if the students demanded it. His stand on this issue might result 
from the fact that he belongs to the younger generation (b.1981) and also 
exposing general positive attitudes towards the Ukrainian language. When 
this aspect is linked the discussion on linguistic rights and the issue of dis-
crimination, the complexity of the language situation becomes even more 
obvious. On the one hand, there are students who are not taught in the lan-
guage they master best (whether Ukrainian or Russian) and on the other 
hand, there are university teachers who resist teaching in Ukrainian, while 
others might do it even though it feels “uncomfortable”. One university 
teacher claimed, in relation to the question of language of instruction at the 
level of higher education, that most often the Ukrainian-speaking students’ 
rights are violated. In her mind, teachers as government officials should be 
obliged to teach in Ukrainian, but she also stated, that one thing is that 

not all students are ready to accept [Ukrainian], but even worse, not all teach-
ers are ready. There are people of that age, readers, professors… I believe 
that it is not necessary to demand that from them. They are good academics, 
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let them pass on their knowledge in the Russian language…It is necessary to 
demand it from the young ones (Professor of sociology, b. 1952, October 
2003, in Russian).  

When it comes to exercising rights, apparently few students would ask to be 
instructed in Ukrainian, or they would not think about asking for it. One 
teacher discussed this phenomenon of Ukrainian-speaking students who 
change their language use when they move to Kharkiv; “they get used to the 
fact that everybody speaks Russian, they adapt” and “the Ukrainians are 
used to stepping aside, to being tolerant”. She also held that as Ukrainian-
speakers these students end up having their rights violated being taught in 
Russian at the university (“at a Ukrainian university in their own country”) 
since these students “often are ashamed to say that they would like to com-
municate in Ukrainian” (Professor of sociology, b. 1952, October 2003, in 
Russian). In Kharkiv Russian-speakers are in the majority, and they were 
seen as representing the norm. This theme was also discussed at length in 
several interviews and the issue concerning linguistic norms and accommo-
dation will be discussed in more detail in the following chapter. 

7.4 Conclusion  
In this chapter I have examined the motives of inequality and insecurity in 
relation to discussions about the language situation, and I have examined 
issues of acceptance of and resistance to “Ukrainianisation”. One pertinent 
theme concerned the questions that were raised in Chapters 3 and 4; who is 
discriminated against and whose rights are violated? Most took the stand that 
people should be allowed to use Russian, and some would also argue that it 
should be made second state language because this is reasonable. This refers 
to the pragmatic side to the question that has been under discussion in an 
earlier chapter as well; people know this language, they were brought up in 
it, they “feel close” to it. Hence, it was claimed, one may not coerce anyone 
into changing language practices, and this was dismissed as impractical and 
unreasonable. Others, then, would rather argue for the reasonableness in 
strengthening the position of Ukrainian; as seen in other chapters too, this 
was considered reasonable due to its position as the national language and in 
that sense also as the language of the majority. When linguistic rights were 
discussed, on the one hand, it was portrayed as reasonable to let people use 
whichever language they feel most comfortable with. On the other hand, it 
was portrayed as reasonable to secure the rights of Ukrainian-speakers more, 
and perhaps even more so, secure the continued existence of the Ukrainian 
language per se as a property of the population in general. 

A potential conflict was found between those who propagate actual 
changes in the language situation and therefore demand more, harder or just 
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“real” measures, and those who believe that measures taken are already 
tough enough, and therefore oppose any kind of (potential) changes and ar-
gue, implicitly or explicitly, for keeping a functioning status quo. The notion 
that measures have been taken, and that they, their city or region are targets 
of “forced Ukrainianisation”, also made some people advocate more sensi-
tivity to the role and place of the Russian language in this part of the coun-
try, claiming that those who use Russian and are mediators of Russian cul-
ture are discriminated against. These claims may be perceived as exaggera-
tions or provocations by those who believe that Ukrainian-speakers, the 
Ukrainian language and Ukrainian-language culture are still under threat, 
especially in this part of the country, in spite of its status as the only state 
language. The status of the Ukrainian language as the language of the state 
also made it reasonable to claim that this language should have a stronger 
position. I found that the issue of resistance versus acceptance or compliance 
is sited at the intersection of a range of motives. Both resistance and compli-
ance may be related to insecurity, whether one fears or accepts changes that 
may affect one’s way of life, cultural belonging, and self-definition. This 
also links this reasoning to ideological convictions, depending on whether 
one agrees with the underlying ideas of changes, e.g. a focus on the nation-
state model and the special position of the titular majority. Hence, where 
restorers and resisters oppose change, supporters and accelerators welcome 
it, if change coincides with their views on how society should be organised. I 
also found that insecurity can be conceptualised as a perception of threat 
against one’s identity or against the image of oneself one wants to create and 
project, thus leading to resistance towards changes, especially among a cer-
tain segment of the population, those who may be seen as belonging to the 
Russian-speaking intelligentsia. 
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8 Language-related stereotypes, norms and 
accommodation  

In this chapter I will examine reported language practices in relation to lan-
guage beliefs, encompassing discussions on language-related stereotypes, 
linguistic norms and the issue of linguistic accommodation. This concerns 
issues such as how people are judged or believe they are judged on the basis 
of the variety they speak, and why in some cases they choose to accommo-
date to other people’s speech; converge, according to the terminology of 
Giles et al. (1977). Language-related stereotypes are associated with differ-
ent social categories of people (cf. Woolard and Schieffelin 1994) and the 
language beliefs I discuss here are clearly interrelated with perceptions of 
social and cultural hierarchies. I will start with an examination of stereotyp-
ing and what kind of stereotypes I have identified in this material. Further, I 
will analyse how this may be related to linguistic norms and then move on to 
discussions on linguistic practices and accommodation. This relates to the 
discussion in the previous chapter where we saw that perceived threats to 
one’s own language practices in terms of pressure from the surrounding so-
ciety to change in one direction or the other were linked to the issue of dis-
crimination. As I maintained in Chapter 2, stereotypes are important because 
they have social functions; they help understand social events, justify social 
actions and they preserve or create differentiation between ingroups and 
outgroups (Ruthland and Brown 2001). Barrington (2002b:84) points out 
that stereotypes are important not only in their own right but also because 
they are related to other attitudes as well. Examining stereotypes may there-
fore help assess the relations between social groups, how they view each 
other and even how they relate to the political system, and may thus even be 
a way of judging potential for conflict between social groups. If negative 
stereotyping is frequent, conflict may be more easily evoked. The stereo-
types I set out to examine here may perhaps not say so much about conflict 
potential between social groups, but I believe they are firmly related to atti-
tudes on issues such as whether Ukrainian should remain the only state lan-
guage, whether Russian should be used as the main language in the sphere of 
higher education, or whether one is supportive of state language regulations. 

 235



8.1 Language-related stereotypes 
A range of stereotypes was mentioned during interviews, when interviewees 
were asked about language-related stereotypes, with reference to both 
Ukrainian and Russian languages. I will start with an examination of an 
overview of some general stereotypes associated with the Ukrainian and 
Russian languages, relating to which part of the population they are associ-
ated with (urban/rural, educated/non-educated, young/old, authorities, patri-
ots, majority)181 and characteristics of the languages themselves (beautiful, 
rich, prestigious, democratic), some of which may also reflect an image of 
the speakers of the languages.182 In addition to material from interviews, in 
formulating these alternatives I have also drawn upon stereotypes identified 
in other research (e.g., Zhurzhenko 2002a, Fournier 2002, Bilaniuk 2003, 
2004, 2005). The respondents were asked to choose a maximum of 10 state-
ments. In Table 8.1 below I provide an overviews of how different state-
ments were associated with respective language. Statements that did not 
produce large differences were such as “language of the past/future” (7 and 
8)183, where Ukrainian was slightly more associated with both the past and 
the future. It is interesting, of course, that both languages were to some de-
gree associated with two opposite statements. Thus, one the one hand this 
reflected more “traditional” language beliefs, that Russian would be the lan-
guage of the future and Ukrainian the language of the past. On the other 
hand, this may be related to Fig. 5.5 which clearly demonstrated that Ukrain-
ian was associated with the future. In addition, the high percentage of re-
spondents associating Ukrainian with the authorities may also be an indica-
tion of why this language was perceived of as relevant for the future, a belief 
that was less certain with respect to the Russian language. Statements refer-
ring to the speakers’ level of education (12 and 13), did not yield large dif-
ferences; few respondents in general endorsed the statement that Ukrain-
ian/Russian is the language of the non-educated population, indicating that 
this was not a stereotype that these respondents agreed with in any case. 

 
 

                               
181 These associations were frequently mentioned in interviews and I will return to these 
discussions below. 
182 For instance, as was discussed in Chapter 4, in relation to the play Myna Mazailo, images 
of the Ukrainian language as beautiful and rich were easily evoked – yet, this kind of images 
is in no way exclusive with respect to the Ukrainian language. Further, I have noticed beliefs 
that the Ukrainian language is inherently more democratic than Russian, in that for instance 
etymology proves that Ukrainians have a more “healthy” and democratic world view than 
Russians. Characteristics such as independent and international also refer to such issues that 
will be discussed in Chapter 9, e.g., the role/image of the country/language in relation to other 
countries/languages. 
183 Numbers in parentheses refer to the statement’s number in the table above. 
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Table 8.1 Associations to Ukrainian and Russian languages (%) 

  Ukrainian 
is… 

Russian 
is… 

Differ-
ence 

1 Prestigious 18.7 (149) 39.6 (317) - 20.6 
2 Not prestigious 11.3 (90) 2.3 (18) 9.0 
3 Language of rural population 45.2 (361) 2.9 (23) - 42.3 
4 Language of urban population 5.0 (40) 59.1 (472) - 54.1 
5 Language of young generation 13.4 (107) 42.1 (336) 28.7 
6 Language of old generation 28.9 (231) 9.0 (72) 19.9 
7 Language of past 17.5 (140) 11.6 (93) 5.9 
8 Language of future 24.3 (194) 22.9 (183) 1.4 
9 Language of authorities 41.7 (333) 14.1 (113) 27.6 
10 Language of the majority of the population 21.9 (175) 37.3 (298) - 15.4 
11 Language of the patriots of Ukraine 57.6 (460) 1.6 (13) 56.0 
12 Language of non-educated population 4.9 (39) 4.5 (36) 0.4 
13 Language of educated population 33.9 (271) 28.8 (230) 5.1 
14 Language that prevails in everyday life 8.4 (67) 53.4 (427) - 45.0 
15 Beautiful and melodious language 68.8 (550) 29.0 (232) 39.8 
16 Rich language 50.1 (400) 53.8 (430) - 3.7 
17 Democratic language 14.3 (114) 18.5 (148) - 4.2 
18 Independent language 37.7 (301) 46.6 (373) - 8.9 
19 International language 5.4 (43) 41.9 (335) - 36.5 
20 Other* 3.5 (28) 4.3 (34) - 0.8 

Note: *Concerning the Ukrainian language some of the responses in this category 
were “the state language”, “the language of a specific ethnic group”, “unique in its 
sound and melodiousness”, “the language of western Ukraine”, “the language of 
Ukraine”, “a mixture of Russian and Polish” (in Russian), “the second in melodi-
ousness in the world”, “revived language”, “a quaint [chudernats’ka] language” (in 
Ukrainian). Concerning the Russian language some of the responses in this category 
were “the language of Russia/of the neighbouring country/of the Russian people”, 
“the language of scientific literature”, “a very good [ochen’ khoroshii] language”, 
“links together all countries of the CIS”, “the language of the former USSR”, “the 
language in which immortal works of the world literature were written”, “the lan-
guage in which I talk since birth”, “the native language of 12 million inhabitants of 
Ukraine” (in Russian), “the language of the eastern region”, “the state language of 
Russia”, “the language of those who do not understand where and why they were 
born, where their place is, which is their purpose [pryznachennia]”, “not melodic, 
not democratic”, “the language of a great international state” (in Ukrainian). N 
shown in paranthesis. 

Finally, the more “abstract” statements about the language being rich or de-
mocratic (16 and 17) also produced similar responses to both languages, 
slightly more for Russian in both cases. Some other statements concerning 
qualities or characteristics of the languages, on the other hand, gave dissimi-
lar results; Ukrainian was perceived as far more “beautiful and melodious” 
(15), whereas Russian was perceived as far more “international” (19), and 
more “independent” (18). In approximate terms, this may be interpreted as 
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Ukrainian being more associated with “inherent qualities”, e.g. beauty, evok-
ing emotions, whereas Russian was more associated with what it represents 
in reference to “acquired qualities”, e.g. being prestigious or being known 
internationally. 

Some of the statements that produced somewhat more varying response 
rates were prestigious/non-prestigious (1 and 2) where Russian was clearly 
most associated with being prestigious and very few associated it with being 
non-prestigious. Ukrainian, on the other hand was rather infrequently men-
tioned as both prestigious and non-prestigious, yet with more respondents 
saying it was prestigious than not. When it came to associations that referred 
more specifically to the speakers, there were certain clear tendencies that 
could be expected but also some perhaps unanticipated points to notice. In-
terestingly, Russian was seen as being the language of the majority to a 
higher degree that Ukrainian. In this case associations might rather concern 
the everyday use of Russian in Kharkiv and as “our” language in this part of 
the country. This is interesting since they sidestepped considerations of 
Ukrainian as “our” language in terms of it as the “native language” of 
Ukrainians, who make up the majority of the Ukrainian population, consid-
ering this in a state-wide context. The position of Russian as the most wide-
spread language in this part of the country was also indicated in that the 
statement referring to the language that “prevails in everyday life” was 
clearly associated with Russian, not with Ukrainian. This is outlined in Table 
8.2 which cites the five statements the respondent chose most and least with 
respect to both languages.  

Table 8.2 Top and bottom five: Associations to Ukrainian and Russian languages 
(%) 

 Ukrainian is… Russian is… 
1 Beautiful and melodious (68.8) Language of urban population (59.1) 
2 Language of the patriots of Ukraine (57.6) Rich language (53.8) 
3 Rich language (50.1) Language that prevails in everyday life 

(53.4) 
4 Language of rural population (45.2) Independent language (46.6) 
5 Language of authorities (41.7) Language of young generation (42.1) 
 … … 
5 Not prestigious (11.3) Language of old generation (9.0) 
4 Language that prevails in everyday life 

(8.4) 
Language of non-educated population 
(4.5) 

3 International language (5.4) Language of rural population (2.9) 
2 Language of urban population (5.0) Not prestigious (2.3) 
1 Language of non-educated population (4.9) Language of the patriots of Ukraine (1.3) 

This table thus shows the differences in associations to the two languages as 
some of the statements turned out to be diametrically opposed. Ukrainian 
was associated with “patriots” whereas Russian was definitely not associated 
with that, and here I found the greatest difference regarding to what degree 
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statements were endorsed (56 percent). Ukrainian was associated with the 
rural population and not the urban, while Russian was associated with the 
young and urban part of the population, not the rural population. Ukrainian 
was most associated with being the language of authorities, probably illus-
trating the impact of its current role as the state language. These tendencies 
were mostly consistent across sub-categories as well. When respondents 
were examined according to age, self-defined identity, home language and 
profession, eta-tests showed that among these sub-categories there were no 
significant differences to statements on Ukrainian as the language of the 
urban population (i.e. that it is not), Russian as the language of the urban 
population (i.e. that it is), Russian as the language of the rural population 
(that it is not), Russian as the language of the young (that it is), Russian as 
the language of the old generation (that it is not), Ukrainian as the language 
of authorities (that it is) and Russian as the language of authorities (that it is 
not) (see Appendix B). Hence, some language-related stereotypes were so to 
speak more uncontroversial or more generally internalised across various 
sub-categories. Thus, an urban/rural dimension was clearly visible but a 
clear pattern was less obvious with respect to other previously discussed 
language-related stereotypes for instance in terms of other dichotomies such 
as past/future, old/young, non-educated/educated. If there were a consistent 
pattern, I would have expected higher scores for Ukrainian on statements 
associating it with the rural, the old generation, the past and the non-
educated population, and the opposite for Russian. As seen in Table 8.1, this 
was not the case, and this may be an indication that these stereotypes were 
either not so clearly imagined or articulated from the start or that they are 
undergoing change.  

8.1.1 Denying legitimacy and authority  
Some interviewees discussed attitudes towards the Ukrainian language in 
terms of it being of “lesser worth” or not fit for certain domains (also cf. Ch. 
7). Some of the stereotypes of Ukrainian as not being the language of the 
educated or cultured part of the population were mentioned. Even though 
they were not prominent in the data from the questionnaire presented above, 
such stereotypes occurred in other instances illustrating that these may not be 
completely obsolete.  

If we take my acquaintances, who have been educated and so on… They are 
Ukrainians, in all generations Ukrainians, but grew up in Khar’kov and speak 
in Russian. There is this too, they have a condescending attitude to the 
Ukrainian language, as to something, say, well – it’s not correct, I cannot 
even find the right words, that it is not for the cultured [intelligentnomu], it is 
not the language of science, it is not the language of educated people and so 
on. They laugh and are ironic about it (PhD student/university teacher in his-
tory, b. 1981, March 2005, in Russian). 
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Beliefs like these were often said to come from other people, but the profes-
sor of physics cited in the previous chapter, however, was very frank about 
his denouncement of the Ukrainian language in the sphere of higher educa-
tion. He put his arguments in a specific context, to emphasise just how bad it 
might go with Ukrainian science and research henceforth if it is to be con-
ducted in the Ukrainian language. He then continued with a personal anec-
dote from when he was a discussant at a defence of a thesis in Kyiv. I would 
say that this was a clear expression of those stereotypes depicting the 
Ukrainian language as inferior and not developed enough to be used in cer-
tain domains. He also referred to “bad” Ukrainian as a way of undermining 
legitimacy. The excerpt below may be discussed in terms of exercising so-
cial control and not granting legitimacy or authority, as Bilaniuk has dis-
cussed in relation to her research, e.g. that “language differences were used 
to mark social and interactional boundaries, and also served as markers of 
moral qualities. By denying linguistic correctness, people sought to deny 
speakers social legitimacy and authority” (2005:150). The strategies used 
here work as a way of disempowering individuals, but in a wider perspec-
tive, this approach also served to discredit the legitimacy of Ukrainian as a 
whole, in this case as a language of science. 

Her dissertation was written in the Ukrainian language with mistakes, many 
“russicisms”. She gave the talk in Ukrainian, but 30 percent was Russian 
words. And when I saw where she had published her articles, I asked her “So, 
why, you published all your articles in the Kyiv university vestnyk? Who ever 
reads it apart from the authors [themselves]?” And she said to me: “And 
where should I have published them?” I tell her: “In the central publications” 
[At this point he switches to Ukrainian:] And she says “I live in the capital 
and I get published here, so which are the ‘central’?” [He switches back to 
Russian:] And I tell her “Well, in the Moscow ones, for instance Cosmic Re-
search or The Atmosphere’s Physics, according to your subject-matter. And 
she says [He switches to Ukrainian:] “Oh, and there you have to submit it in 
the Russian language, and here we are taught in Ukrainian at the university 
and I went to a Ukrainian school.” [He switches back to Russian:] That 
means that she is already cut off from Russian science, from Russian culture. 
Already, she does not have a command [of Russian]. She defended her thesis 
and is already a teacher at Kiev university. It is clear that her students will 
have a worse command [of Russian] than she. Well, that is such an enormous 
shortcoming (Professor of physics, b. 1950, October 2003, in Russian and 
“Ukrainian”). 

Attitudes like those expressed here were infrequent among my informants. 
Such expressions were thus restricted to a specific group of people that to a 
high degree associated themselves with Russian culture, or even the Soviet 
period. The underlying ideology concerned the superiority of Russian in 
certain domains, representing progress, modernity, being the language of the 
“centre”. For instance, this person related to the language issue from a per-
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spective where Kyiv, the capital of Ukraine, was still regarded as “the prov-
ince”. The “centre” for him was, as in previous times, Moscow. Identifica-
tion with the Russian language, and through it, Moscow, was obviously con-
nected to his identity as a professor of physics at one of “the leading univer-
sities”, and to him the Ukrainian language could not be acceptable in this 
specific domain. His professional identification seemed to not be compatible 
with the Ukrainian language and he made this clear by making fun of and 
parodying his Ukrainian-speaking colleagues. It seemed that this person 
strongly identified with a previously socially and politically dominant group, 
whose dominance has now been questioned, or challenged by the emergence 
of a “new centre” and new norms. With respect to insecurity and fear of 
cultural loss, as discussed in the previous chapter, this may be related to an 
element of fear of losing one’s cultural capital if there are too rapid changes 
coming, and if these changes threaten to destabilise social and cultural hier-
archies in favour of other social groups. 

When discussing language-related stereotypes, these issues became at the 
same time interlinked with talk about accommodation, i.e. utilising diverging 
or converging speech styles to underline distance to or closeness to another 
social group (Giles et al. 1977). Several of the interviewees pointed out that 
it was not at all necessary for anyone to switch from Ukrainian to Russian. 
However, as exemplified in the following exchange, the reactions one might 
encounter may certainly be a reason why many still do this. This illustrates 
how the Ukrainian language was conceived of as not being appropriate in 
this particular setting, the urban, eastern Ukrainian, academic environment. 

 
Student 1: So, they come from the oblast’ to us here in the city Khar’kov and 

even feel ashamed to ask questions in Ukrainian. They do their best to go 
over to Russian straight away. 

Student 2: In the first year, do you remember, how we even started laughing? 
Student 1: Yes. 
Student 2: When people came from other cities, I remember very well that 

time when we all just make fun [of them]. We, like true Khar’kovites, 
spoke Russian. Well, now that [time] has already passed. 

Student 3: I just remember my childish foolishness. It comes, I guess, with 
that age. 

Student 4: I have had a personal experience. I live in a student dorm. And one 
guy, who shares the room with me, he comes from western Ukraine. Rov-
enskaia oblast’, that’s the real western Ukraine. When we started to talk in 
Russian in the room, with difficulty he also went over to Russian. He re-
served his Ukrainian dialect [govorka] for talking to friends, in the streets 
and so. In the dorm he tried to speak with us in Russian. Even though we 
really understood. We said to him: “If you like, speak with us in Ukrain-
ian”. He answered “No, you speak Russian, and I am also going to speak 
Russian”  

(Students, pharmacology, b. 1980-82, October 2003, in Russian). 

 241



When they were asked to explain this situation, one of them said that “you 
know, as for Khar’kov, if you speak Ukrainian here it means that you come 
from some village”, whereas one other added “or from western Ukraine”. 
This exchange was wrapped up by two additional comments in order to ex-
pand the explanation: “When you speak in Ukrainian, people say ‘Oh! 
That’s the countryside’” – “And people start laughing.” References to the 
urban/rural distinction were clearly apparent in interviews, with Ukrainian as 
the, so to speak, social stigma revealing a countryside background, and Rus-
sian as the sought-after trademark of the big city. For instance, whereas Bi-
laniuk (2005:174) testifies that Ukrainian has become more widespread in 
Kyiv in 2000 and beyond, she also points out that “in 2002 it was still 
somewhat unusual to hear well-dressed young urbanites speaking Ukrainian 
with one another in casual situations” and that there was an “ambiguity of 
language statuses” in Kyiv. Moreover, even though non-reciprocal bilingual-
ism may have been growing from the late 1990s, i.e. that each person speaks 
his or her preferred language, not accommodating to other speakers 
(ibid:175), I did not discover such patterns in Kharkiv, as mentioned in 
Chapter 5. Also relating to this, I encountered the belief that when speaking 
Ukrainian one might break (unspoken) linguistic norms. Consequently, 
speaking Ukrainian was something people were or would be “ashamed of”. 
The notion of being ashamed of one’s background was discussed by several 
of the students, and they mentioned this perception of shame as accounting 
for the switch from Ukrainian to Russian. Hence, in terms of covert and 
overt prestige, in these discussions overt prestige was clearly associated with 
the Russian language. As I will return to in Section 8.3, the Ukrainian lan-
guage was also talked about in positive terms as a means of drawing desired 
attention to oneself and one’s message. But, except when interviewees ex-
plicitly referred to the pure, beautiful or literary Ukrainian, it seldom seemed 
to be associated with high prestige as such. These associations may be put 
into perspective as one interviewee related the difference between Ukrainian 
and surzhyk in the following manner: “So, surzhyk, that is considered as the 
‘countryside’, that is stupid, uneducated people. But if [you speak] in beauti-
ful Ukrainian, then it is…yes, that’s prestigious.” She followed up this re-
mark with a story about her friend who speaks only Ukrainian with her fam-
ily and whose parents were educated in Ukrainian: 

They speak only Ukrainian, pure Ukrainian. That is [at this point she 
changed to Ukrainian:] when they go to the shop, or when they go to the 
market they also speak Ukrainian. [She changed back to Russian:] The other 
customers look at them with such big eyes: “How can this be?”, “What is 
this?” So, who’s that working here at the market? Well, there are some peo-
ple with higher education, but in general, people without education work at 
the market. So, she [stands there] asking for or demanding something in 
Ukrainian until they answer her or give her something, show her [the wares]. 
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So, she’ll keep standing there, asking (Student, philology (Russian/English), 
b. 1984, March 2005, in Russian).  

This was a story about some people who did not change to Russian in public 
and who apparently were looked upon (even in amazement perhaps), but 
also “misunderstood”. This corresponds to a situation I have discussed else-
where (Søvik 2004) where one interviewee in Kyiv (originally from L’viv 
and Ukrainian-speaking) said he would speak Russian in public rather than 
having to repeat himself, because waiters in cafés, for instance, would not 
instantly get an order given in Ukrainian. This story was also about those 
who have education, who speak in an educated way and who speak “pure” 
and “beautiful” Ukrainian and hence, may risk being (mildly) harassed by 
the uneducated ones, those who do not speak properly.184 Hence, in this story 
the mark of education and “civilised behaviour” was reserved for the Ukrain-
ian-speakers. On the other hand, here the opposites were “pure Ukrainian” 
and surzhyk, elevating the prestige of Ukrainian, but without mentioning the 
Russian language. 

8.2 Accommodation – a question of confidence and 
determination  

Importantly, the above story was one of the few I was told about people who 
do not automatically switch to Russian in Kharkiv, but who were rather per-
sistent in their language use also in public, and even if it might lead to a feel-
ing of being “uncomfortable.”185 Hence, divergence – sticking to Ukrainian – 
was a rare theme of the stories I was told, in markedly opposition to the 
number of stories I was told about convergence to Russian. In general, when 
using the Russian language one may feel that one is automatically accepted 
in society and this person hinted to a perception of Russian as the normal 
and Ukrainian as the deviation. Hence, if using the Ukrainian language, the 
situation will become more ambivalent. 

I know some people who are absolutely fluent [in Ukrainian], and they are 
even happy [rady]. To be honest, I admire these people, because they some-
how support the culture. [They] are not ashamed. It is like your native lan-
guage but you stand there and think, which [language] to speak, so that you 

                               
184 Interestingly, this was so to speak the opposite version of the future scenario retold in 
Section 7.3, where it was imagined that soon one could not go to the shops and expect to be 
served in Russian. This story told here also corresponds with what I have been told by ac-
quaintances using Ukrainian in general in Kharkiv, that speaking “real Ukrainian”, not surz-
hyk, at the markets could actually provoke people to throw comments after you about how 
they are sick and tired of this “bloody Ukrainian.” 
185 Moreover, this story was second-hand information. 
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would be accepted in society. Well, that is the problem (Student, museum 
management studies, b. 1985/86, October 2003, in Russian).  

This ambivalence lies in the notion of the Russian language constituting the 
norm, and Ukrainian as the language not used in formal or official contexts, 
but perhaps eventually representing a new or additional norm. But as we saw 
in Chapter 6, the Ukrainian language was also associated with the notion of 
duty and what ought to be. Hence, choosing to use Russian over Ukrainian if 
one is ideologically motivated to believe that one should use Ukrainian, this 
may also add to this sense of ambivalence. Hence, there was an opposition 
between using one’s “native language”, thus so to speak, being true to one-
self, and aiming to be “accepted” by others, but perhaps by doing so, acting 
against one’s ideological standards (as was discussed in detail in Ch. 6). 
Still, it is important to notice that she mentioned people who are “absolutely 
fluent”, again illustrating language beliefs which have an emphasis on the 
necessity of correct or pure Ukrainian – otherwise one’s legitimacy as for 
instance a supporter of the culture may nevertheless be undermined if one 
speaks incorrect Ukrainian or surzhyk. 

8.2.1 The Russian language as the norm 
The Ukrainian language was rarely used in general or heard (or seen) in the 
streets, and therefore some of the interviewees maintained that in some sense 
they felt “required” to speak Russian, or in Zolotar’ov’s words, avoided be-
ing “non-conformists” (Zolotar’ov 2003, cf. Ch. 4). Some of the students 
expressed a feeling that they did not have that freedom of choice concerning 
language practices that was emphasised as reasonable by most interviewees, 
as discussed in Chapter 7. Hence, they believed that social norms neverthe-
less regulated their language practices informally. Those who perceived of 
society as restraining their language use in everyday life talked about this in 
terms of normality versus peculiarity, where others set the standards of what 
should be considered “the normal thing”. 

[The use of language] is still influenced by the close connections with Russia 
/…/ When we speak Ukrainian, the Russians [rossiiane], they look at us, for 
them it is some kind of curiosity. For some reason Russian is the normal 
thing, and when we start speaking in our native language, they are just sur-
prised, “how funny, say something else.” For them it is some kind of fun. 
That is offensive. I [can] understand, go to their country, speak their lan-
guage, but I resent that they come to our [country] and put up their rules, 
force [us] to speak their language (Student, museum management studies, b. 
1985-86, October 2003, in Russian). 

In this quotation, Russians from Russia were blamed for creating a norm of 
using the Russian language and ridiculing the Ukrainian language – and 
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consequently, its speakers. This might have been an easier way of making 
this point in a classroom together with others who claimed that they are 
“closer to the Russian language”, or “do not want to speak Ukrainian”. 
Maybe it was also to some degree a result of the slight “anti-Russian senti-
ments” during the Tuzla-crisis at this time (see footnote 164). In the local 
Kharkiv context, the Ukrainian language was by some perceived to be set 
aside for Russian and the language of the majority thus may become the so 
to speak, minority language, bringing forth the question of minori-
ties/majorities in relation to the nation-state or a countrywide setting, on the 
one hand, and a regional setting, on the other. The student quoted below 
talked about the Ukrainian language as the subordinate language; in his ac-
count the Ukrainian language became secondary to Russian, not correspond-
ing to other accounts about forced Ukrainianisation or to the generally as-
sumed dominant position of the language of the nation-state in most spheres 
of social life. In the first part of the quote, he mentioned some interesting 
themes related to the impact of surroundings that I have not touched upon 
thus far.186  

…in advertising, if you walk the streets of the city, there are practically no 
signs in Ukrainian. And I believe that first of all the changes must start from 
the streets, that it is visually put down. The nation is ready… I want to say…I 
cannot say that I do not know my native language [i.e. Ukrainian] but I speak 
Russian, that is, the society speaks Russian, and I do it too, of course. Every-
body must realise that it is necessary to speak Ukrainian and to do everything 
possible [to achieve that]. It is necessary to have respect for the language. 
I’ve seen these old women saying that “this independent Ukraine, if she only 
perished” and so on /…/ That is not respect, they still see things the old way 
(Student, museum management studies, b. 1985-86, October 2003, in Rus-
sian). 

He proposed to make the Ukrainian language visible, and it may not be acci-
dental that this particular example was brought up, since the law on adver-
tisements was being discussed at the time, but his point about visualisation is 
interesting in itself. He expressed a wish for making the Ukrainian language 
“exist” in the minds of the population, and that this existence should occur in 
the right places, not only in the countryside or at the market, but also in the 
city streets. In other words, he wanted to make sure that Ukrainian becomes 
“acceptable” in more domains, and thus to more people. Again, this related 
to the urban/rural distinction, where Russian has been and still is associated 
with the urban population and Ukrainian with the rural population (cf. Table 
8.1 above). Thus, by making Ukrainian visible in the city, such stereotypes 

                               
186 The last part of the quote will be linked to several points to be discussed in Chapter 9; 
language and independence, the old generation versus the new, and the alleged necessity of 
having respect for the language (interrelated with respect for the state and nation). 
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might be challenged, and by making “changes start from the streets” Ukrain-
ian might become a more “normal” feature of the cityscape. 

 

 
Illustration 8.1 Making it visible; Ukrainian and Russian on signs. Some interna-
tional corporations operate in Ukrainian, at least on the surface, while others do not. 
As seen in the first picture, even in Russian-dominated Crimea McDonald’s was 
addressing its clients in Ukrainian (August 2004) not only in the “officially sanc-
tioned” Thank you printed on the trash bin according to McDonald’s-standards, but 
also in the handwritten text underneath asking customers not to throw the trays into 
the bin. The example in the second photo with the ad for Cosmopolitan from 
Kharkiv (March 2005, i.e. after the law on advertisement) is interesting also in that it 
shows the duality in the language situation. Whereas the ad is in Ukrainian comply-
ing with laws saying that all ads must be in Ukrainian, the magazine itself is found 
only in Russian. The third photo shows local ads in Kharkiv (March 2005). Out of 
eight signs, one is in Ukrainian, showing that local adjustment to language regula-
tions may be changing only very slowly. And finally, the fourth picture shows a 
banner from the election camping in Kharkiv, August 2004, where presidential can-
didate Viktor Yanukovych delivered the messages about how his “life belongs to the 
people of Ukraine” and that the Kharkiv region supports him in Ukrainian, hence 
contrasting the image of him as the Russian-speaking candidate. Photos: the author. 
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Even though he expressed a belief saying that one should speak Ukrainian, 
he still admitted to conforming to society and its norms, using Russian while 
in Kharkiv. As mentioned in Chapter 6, the issue of “social pressure” was 
also discussed by one student who talked about a pressure from society mak-
ing someone speak Russian, whereas speaking Ukrainian remains the per-
sonal wish of every individual. This was also illustrated in the discussion 
above on the perceived tension between “supporting the culture” and being 
“accepted in society”. This may thus be an explanation why he talked about 
the need to respect the language while he did not use it himself. As a Ukrain-
ian-speaker187 he would constantly be reminded that he is in minority, so to 
speak. Considering that he is a member of the de jure dominant group of the 
nation-state, i.e. belong to the category that per definition is seen as having 
rights and possibilities secured over those of minority groups, his points 
related to some of the most interesting aspects of the Ukrainian language 
issue.  

I’d like to say that at home I speak Ukrainian, and here [Khar’kov] Russian. 
And I’ve started noticing that I have started to forget some Ukrainian words. 
When I meet friends from school, they too have the same problem. On the 
elektrichka we speak in Ukrainian, and in Khar’kov in Russian. I believe that 
it should not be like that, the native language must not be forgotten (Student, 
museum management studies, b. 1985-86, October 2003, in Russian). 

A reason he drew attention to his own language practices might be that he 
was one of those who felt himself to be “outside” the norm. On the one hand, 
this situation created a wish to conform to the current norm; on the other 
hand, he held that it is possible to change the norm, but measures must be 

                               
187 This was one of the students who were from the countryside, who spoke Ukrainian at 
home and with old friends from school, but who switched languages when in Kharkiv. 
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taken in order to do that. Thus, he maintained that the general language 
situation and the low status of Ukrainian can be changed, a belief perhaps 
originating in a perceived instability and illegitimacy of the status system 
(Turner and Brown 1978) where the Russian language or Russian-speakers 
hold a higher position than the Ukrainian language and Ukrainian-speakers, 
but that he does not conceive of this situation as reasonable. This reasoning 
refers to the concept of social competition, which may come about if one 
strongly identifies with a social group and makes insecure social compari-
sons, i.e. if group members believe their group’s (low) status is unfair and 
potentially changeable (ibid.). Yet, for changes to occur, norms must be bro-
ken, and obviously not everybody would take the challenge and speak 
Ukrainian when Russian is the predominantly used language around them. 
This seemed to be this particular person’s dilemma – implicitly holding that 
he ought to speak in his “native language”, but nevertheless not doing it. He 
thus claimed his language practices were managed not by his own choice 
only, but by “society”, invisible structures or norms. Of course, his is but one 
possible interpretation of the language situation, but it serves as a reminder 
that depending on aspects such as perspective, ideology or identity, subjects 
of (perceived) discrimination, ridicule or prejudice will vary. 

Data from both interviews and the questionnaire pointed in the direction 
of accommodation towards Russian-speakers rather non-reciprocal bilingual-
ism or accommodation towards Ukrainian-speakers. Fig. 8.1 presents re-
ported language use in situations that the respondents perceived as domi-
nated by either the Russian or the Ukrainian language, and shows how they 
would describe their own language practices. These figures clearly indicate 
the dominant position of the Russian language as a total of 96.1 percent 
claimed to speak only or mostly Russian in what they deemed to be Russian-
speaking surroundings, and 32.2 percent report to speak only or mostly Rus-
sian in Ukrainian-speaking surroundings. Thus, even though 43.2 percent of 
the respondents claimed to speak only Ukrainian or mostly Ukrainian in a 
Ukrainian-language environment, these figures draw a picture of the general 
imbalance between the two languages. At the same time, these figures also 
indicate some kind of bilingualism and dynamism, since more respondents 
reported to speak in Ukrainian in Ukrainian-dominated settings than the 
number of respondents with Ukrainian as their home language. This may not 
be so noticeable in Kharkiv everyday life, however, since situations that are 
dominated by the Ukrainian language apparently seldom occur. As Curt 
Woolhiser points outs “[o]ne byproduct of the accommodation norm is the 
frequent feeling of speakers of the dominant language that ‘no one speaks 
the local language’, since they themselves are almost never addressed in it” 
(2001:117). I believe that this observation is applicable to the situation in 
Kharkiv as well. 
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Figure 8.1 Reported language use in Russian-speaking and Ukrainian-speaking 
surroundings (%) 
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Note: The question was phrased in the following way “If you find yourself in [Rus-
sian/Ukrainian-]speaking surroundings, then you speak: [alternatives].” N=799 
(Russian-speaking surroundings), 798 (Ukrainian-speaking surroundings). See Ap-
pendix B for additional data. 

This can be compared to Table 5.4 on reported language use at the work 
place, not least with respect to reported language use with Russian-speaking 
and Ukrainian-speaking clients, where accommodation was clearly more 
frequent vis-à-vis Russian-speakers than Ukrainian-speakers. The pattern of 
imbalance also became obvious when respondents were examined according 
to sub-categories of home language. As was pointed out in interviews, those 
who speak Ukrainian at home do not necessarily speak Ukrainian in public, 
even though there are obviously no formal restrictions. As expected, there 
was a clear discrepancy between those with Russian as their home language 
and others. But almost one in three with Russian as their home language 
claimed to speak only or mostly Ukrainian in a Ukrainian-speaking envi-
ronment. Still, the dominant position of the Russian language was yet again 
revealed by the fact that very few of the Ukrainian-speakers actually claimed 
to speak Ukrainian in a Russian-dominated environment; 80 percent of those 
for whom Ukrainian is the home language reported speaking Russian in an 
environment they considered to be Russian-speaking. Since the tendency 
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was that even Ukrainian-speakers claimed to choose to speak Russian, hence 
converging to Russian rather than using Ukrainian, these figures demonstrate 
the degree to which language practices may be marked by accommodation 
towards Russian-speakers. I do not consider it plausible that accommodation 
in most cases was due to considerations of actual problems with understand-
ing; most interviewees claimed to have at least a passive knowledge of both 
languages. I have claimed that the occurrence of non-reciprocal bilingualism 
seemed to be infrequent in Kharkiv, according to my observations, and Fig. 
8.1 serves as an illustration of this. This shows the position of Russian as the 
language taken for granted in most domains. Thus, the perceptions that were 
exposed in the interviews, i.e., that Ukrainian-speakers continue to speak 
Russian even when they are told that they may speak Ukrainian, are in some 
sense reconfirmed here. Ukrainian-speakers definitely report to “prefer” 
speaking Russian to Ukrainian when Russian is the dominating language. If 
the data in Fig. 8.1 above are examined in light of themes discussed by the 
interviewees, this provides an illustration of why Ukrainian-speaking stu-
dents did not conceive of the possibility of actually using Ukrainian in a 
Russian-dominated environment. They would rather choose the Russian 
language for the sake of “integration” and in order to feel “accepted” and to 
melt in. In most groups there were students who reported about their troubles 
changing from Ukrainian to Russian when they moved to Kharkiv from 
some smaller village in the oblast’. It was quite striking that it seemed none 
of them had really considered not changing their language practices. For 
instance when one student was asked why he did not speak in Ukrainian if 
that was more convenient for him, he replied by stating that he had no one to 
talk to. Thus, in spite of the common assurance among the interviewees that 
everyone understands Ukrainian, and that there are no problems using it with 
people who speak Russian, it nevertheless seemed to be an unlikely option to 
him to simply continue in Ukrainian. Hence, this was another instance of 
lack of non-reciprocal bilingualism according to the pattern Bilaniuk (2005) 
has described. Yet, some persons I acquainted in Kharkiv were in general 
not accommodating but as good as always speaking Ukrainian. Some of 
these may be said to employ a practice of divergence as a way of taking a 
stand and “showing” who they are (cf. quote above). Actually, it seemed that 
these persons had all made a conscious choice when becoming older about 
speaking Ukrainian. More importantly perhaps, in that respect, these persons 
had in common that they were or had been working within the cultural 
sphere, with the emphasis on Ukrainian-language culture, and they were 
conscious as well as confident about their language use.188

                               
188 I also took part in some situations where non-reciprocal bilingualism did occur but what 
was specific to these situations was that the Ukrainian language was the “norm” and thus 
Russian-speakers would actually converge to Ukrainian. These were informal gatherings with 
friends and acquaintances, several of whom were Ukrainian-speaking, and they were also 
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8.2.2 The other side to the story: Encouraging language 
retention 

However, many stories about linguistic accommodation were told about 
other people, and as in one of the quotations above, the interviewees would 
often mention their own linguistic accommodation towards Ukrainian-
speakers who would all the same continue in Russian. In the following ex-
ample, this person held that she would talk to her friend in Ukrainian but 
these efforts on her side were presented as not making a difference. 

So, there is one girl in my class, she is from [a small town in eastern Kharkiv 
oblast’], at home she only speaks Ukrainian and here she feels shy speaking 
Ukrainian. So, when she and I…well, just in everyday life, when we eat to-
gether, or do something, for instance go swimming, sometimes, for her to 
should understand me better, I ask her something in Ukrainian, because it is 
closer to her, it is her native [language]. She always replies in Russian. She 
never replies in [Ukrainian] /…/ It seems to me that she is ashamed. It re-
mains with her that she comes from the countryside. Here people speak Rus-
sian, it is embarrassing for her to speak in Ukrainian. And, so, say, sometimes 
some joke is easier to understand in the native language. It is our mentality. I 
make jokes with her in Ukrainian, but she nevertheless answers me in Rus-
sian (Student, philology (Russian/English), b. 1984, March 2005, in Russian).  

In this quote the theme of being embarrassed was prominent. It is notewor-
thy how this was discussed within two perspectives that may both be linked 
to the motives of integration and identity. On the one hand, the interviewee 
described her attempts to form a Ukrainian-speaking community with her 
classmate, emphasising common characteristics in referring to concepts such 
as “native language” and “our mentality”. I see this as an attempt to form a 
“community of communication” based on the low-status but “closer” and 
more personal idiom of Ukrainian, for instance based on her description of 
how she would joke with her friend in Ukrainian as a way of creating close-
ness based upon a common language (both metaphorically and literally). 
According to her account, she thus tried to challenge the dominance of Rus-
sian as the language of the larger society by offering her friend a Ukrainian-
speaking zone in her everyday life. However, her attempts seemed to be in 
vain since her friend “always replies in Russian”, being “ashamed” to speak 
Ukrainian. In that sense her friend was portrayed as declining the offer of 
being integrated into a Ukrainian-speaking community, rather going whole-
heartedly in for becoming integrated into the Russian-speaking community 
of higher status, thus making herself accustomed to the “here” where Rus-
sian is spoken, trying to acquire a “Russian-speaking” identity. Hence, I see 
this as yet another illustration of the issue discussed above on conforming to 

                                                                                                                             
used to interacting with each other in Ukrainian. Hence, in those situations it would be almost 
more remarkable with persons who chose to speak Russian. 
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the prevailing norms. In another instance two students discussed a similar 
issue, and I asked them why they did not communicate with each other in 
Ukrainian since both of them claimed to speak Ukrainian fluently and one of 
them used it at home. In spite of their previous assurances that they would 
speak in whichever language they mastered in order to make it as easy as 
possible for their interlocutor, it seemed that speaking Ukrainian to each 
other was something they had not even considered. 

 
Student 1: Among ourselves? No, we don’t talk in Ukrainian. I don’t know 

why. 
Student 2: Well, you know what, if [one] jokes in Ukrainian or something 

like that, then of course we [speak] in Ukrainian, songs, jokes, it is funny 
to everybody, to us too. But serious themes we discuss, for some reason, 
in Russian  

(Students, radio physics, b. 1985, October 2003, in Russian).  

Apparently they would switch between languages, but only to some degree, 
and it was remarkable that one of them claimed that they use Russian when 
they discuss something serious. Hence, this quotation points to another kind 
of domain division between Russian and Ukrainian, where the Ukrainian 
language represented the familiar or intimate sphere, it was portrayed as a 
language one jokes in or sings songs in, while Russian was talked about as 
the language they used to discuss more serious matters. This may be inter-
preted as an instance of seeing language practices in terms of solidarity ver-
sus status. Ukrainian is depicted as evoking feelings of communality based 
on “mentality”, songs and jokes, the affable and cheerful, while Russian is 
associated with “serious themes”, university studies and city life. Hence, the 
motives of identity and integration as discussed here can be broken down 
into two categories, either being associated with a wish to be integrated with 
a Ukrainian-speaking and joking, rural community or a being associated with 
a wish to be integrated in a Russian-speaking and serious, urban community. 

8.2.3 Defining ingroups and outgroups 
If many of the students living in Kharkiv believed to still encounter the 
above-mentioned stereotypes, this may certainly explain the frequent use of 
Russian among Ukrainian-speakers also in spite of associations of Ukrainian 
with authorities and the educated population (cf. Table 8.1 above). Hence, 
status hierarchies based on language-related stereotypes were still 
(re)created, perhaps unconsciously, but nevertheless perceived as real by 
those who experienced that their language use will not evoke the “correct” or 
desired associations among their peers.189 Perceptions of a language and its 

                               
189 This of course must be contrasted to stories such as those I will discussed in Chapter 9, 
namely when the Ukrainian language was associated with the nation or the state. 
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speakers seem to depend on the level (international, state wide and regional) 
and whether the situation was perceived in terms of being extraordinary or 
commonplace. I believe it is safe to argue that this also depends on self-
conceptions and who is perceived to belong to ingroup and outgroup respec-
tively. Hence, whereas on the (inter)national level, a Ukrainian-speaking 
community may be considered a favourable ingroup, on the local level orien-
tations may shift to consider Russian-speakers as a more attractive ingroup, 
illustrating the situational in identification. 

As mentioned above, when results from table 8.1 were broken down by 
sub-categories these showed a general consensus on certain statements. Yet, 
just as importantly, other statements revealed great variation, mostly depend-
ing on self-definition and home language. It could be assumed that those 
who identified as Ukrainian only or Russian only, or who spoke only 
Ukrainian at home were more clear about perceived in- and outgroups and 
positive or negative stereotyping of in- and outgroup respectively. In order to 
investigate this more closely, I chose some of these stereotypes in order to 
examine in more detail how these dimension interact with beliefs about lan-
guages. 

Table 8.3 Language-related stereotypes (by home language, %) 
 Home language 
 Ukrainian Both Russian 
 Ukrainian 

is… 
Russian 

is… 
Ukrainian 

is… 
Russian 

is… 
Ukrainian 

is… 
Russian 

is… 
Prestigious 53.8 

(35) 
30.8 
(20) 

20.2 
(33) 

35.8 
(59) 

14.0 
(77) 

41.5 
(228) 

Not prestigious 3.1 
(2) 

10.8 
(7) 

7.9 
(13) 

4.2 
(7) 

13.3 
(73) 

0.7 
(4) 

Language of 
future 

47.7 
(31) 

7.7 
(5) 

37.0 
(61) 

17.0 
(28) 

17.6 
(97) 

26.4 
(145) 

Language of 
the majority of 
the population 

46.2 
(30) 

16.9 
(11) 

27.9 
(46) 

35.2 
(58) 

16.5 
(91) 

40.5 
(223) 

Language of 
non-educated 
population 

0.0 20.0 
(13) 

3.6 
(6) 

6.7 
(11) 

6.0 
(33) 

2.2 
(12) 

Language of 
educated popu-
lation 

66.2 
(43) 

24.6 
(16) 

50.3 
(83) 

23.6 
(39) 

24.9 
(137) 

30.7 
(169) 

Note: N shown in paranthesis. 

As seen in Table 8.3, in general, the responses of those with Ukrainian as 
their home language diverged from the responses of the other two sub-
categories on certain statements, e.g. they deemed Ukrainian much more 
prestigious than Russian in comparison with the two other sub-categories. A 
clear instance of stereotyping the outgroup is found when examining re-
sponses to the statements on Ukrainian/Russian being the language of the 
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“non-educated population”. Among those whose home language is Ukrain-
ian, none of the respondents associated this with Ukrainian while 20 percent 
chose this statement with respect to Russian. In both other sub-categories, 
however, a small percentage chose this alternative with respect to both lan-
guages.A similar pattern is found in Table 8.2(b) where those who defined 
themselves as Russian only showed a tendency to assess the Russian lan-
guage positively and the Ukrainian language negatively, and to negatively 
stereotype the outgroup of “Ukrainian-speakers” (and positively stereotype 
the ingroup of “Russian-speakers”). This is seen for instance in associations 
with prestige where only 2.8 percent associate Ukrainian with prestige, while 
50.0 percent associate Russian with prestige, and none of the respondents in 
this sub-category associated Russian with being non-prestigious. 

Table 8.4 Language-related stereotypes (by identity, %) 
 Self-defined identity 
 Ukrainian Both Russian 
 Ukrainian 

is… 
Russian 

is… 
Ukrainian 

is… 
Russian 

is… 
Ukrainian 

is… 
Russian 

is… 
Prestigious 35.1 

(68) 
38.1 
(74) 

14.9 
(75) 

38.6 
(194) 

2.8 
(2) 

50.0 
(36) 

Not prestigious 5.2 
(10) 

6.2 
(12) 

13.1 
(66) 

1.0 
(5) 

16.7 
(12) 

0.0 

Language of 
future 

46.9 
(91) 

18.6 
(36) 

18.5 
(93) 

23.3 
(117) 

4.2 
(3) 

37.5 
(27) 

Language of 
the majority of 
the population 

32.5 
(63) 

28.4 
(55) 

19.7 
(99) 

41.6 
(209) 

12.5 
(9) 

34.7 
(25) 

Language of 
non-educated 
population 

3.6 
(7) 

11.4 
(22) 

5.0 
(25) 

2.2 
(11) 

9.7 
(7) 

1.4 
(1) 

Language of 
educated popu-
lation 

54.1 
(105) 

22.2 
(43) 

30.1 
(151) 

30.1 
(151) 

5.6 
(4) 

36.1 
(26) 

Note: N shown in paranthesis. 

When comparing Tables 8.3 and 8.4, it becomes apparent that the two sub-
categories of those who defined themselves as Russian only and those whose 
home language is Ukrainian as a rule expressed the most diverging language 
beliefs (marked in bold). The pattern commented upon in Chapters 5 and 6 
re-emerges, where the same two sub-categories were found on each end of 
the spectrum. Again it became clear that both identity and home language 
may interact with these language beliefs and language-related stereotypes. 
Hence, the way one engaged with these stereotypes did not only depend on 
self-defined identity, i.e. chosen affiliation, but depended also on belonging 
to a category not determined by self-definition – but that may also elicit a 
“we-feeling”. Yet, it is important to notice that these were the minor catego-
ries among the respondents, hence, even though the tendencies were rather 
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clear, they were merely tentative and based on few cases, while the majority 
were not so clear-cut with respect to language beliefs and associations with 
language-related stereotypes. 

8.3 Language practices: The role of context 
In this section I will examine in more detail how language practices were 
explained and judged differently according to varying contexts. In some 
cases one may be “encouraged” to speak another language, as in the story 
one of the students told about her summer job in a supermarket where she 
and some colleagues started speaking Ukrainian to fight off boredom. They 
found that in the end most people enjoyed it and that it also made people 
answer back in Ukrainian. However, as she also explained, to her it seemed 
that knowledge of the language is still not always what it takes. She found 
that some people would nevertheless not reply in Ukrainian even though you 
approached them in Ukrainian, and even though they would most probably 
know Ukrainian. 

It is simple, if we take the situation in the country just now, then all students 
study the Ukrainian language. So, if there is a young “specialist”, then he all 
the same listened to lectures in Ukrainian but if one approaches him in 
Ukrainian, then he for some reason or the other does not answer in Ukrainian. 
This has always been interesting to me. I worked in a supermarket during the 
summer. When people came, very different people, some spoke English, of 
course seldom, but there were some foreigners, [some] spoke Russian, 
[some] spoke Ukrainian. So, when people spoke to me in Ukrainian I also 
spoke to them in Ukrainian, because that is very pleasant when someone 
speaks your language, it somehow, I feel, even brings you closer (Student, 
philology (Russian/English), b. 1984, March 2005, in Russian). 

Still, in some contexts, it might be considered prestigious or useful in one 
way or another to use Ukrainian instead of Russian. It thus becomes a lan-
guage that not only brings people closer, but it can also be used for “standing 
out” as several of the students remarked – yet, this way of using the language 
may be conceived of in both positive and negative terms. 

8.3.1 The emotional language 
Some of the students talked about the Ukrainian language in a way that made 
it a positive feature, something that can be used for certain purposes. This 
refers to different communicative mechanisms a sender may have in her 
repertoire, being aware of how these different mechanisms may be used in a 
certain setting. This is related to Ager’s (20001:3) claim, mentioned in Chap-
ter 2, that one may assume that the sender is aware of the intended recipient 
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and their environment. One may thus use other languages or varieties for 
attracting attention to one’s message. To explain this, some students drew 
heavily on notions of Ukrainian as much more “emotional”. This may be 
seen as a parallel to the associations of Ukrainian with more cheerful or 
amusing people and situations as discussed above. Here, these students por-
trayed Russian not only as the “normal” language but associated it with the 
unenthusiastic, the slightly more tedious or bureaucratic language. Perhaps 
part of the reason was that it can be associated with the discussion of “seri-
ous matters” as pointed out above. 

 
Student 1: In Khar’kov, in general, people speak among themselves in Rus-

sian in any company, but when they are overfilled with emotions [ikh 
perepolniaiut emotsii], then sometimes it happens that they express these 
emotions with the help of the Ukrainian language, because it is more apt 
on certain occasions, in expressions of such vivid emotional experiences, 
vivid emotions. 

Student 2: Yes, exactly. 
Student 3: So, Russian, it is so commonplace, for everyday use, and Ukrain-

ian, when debates come up, some interesting ideas, controversies, some-
times [one] just automatically switches over, just subconsciously.190 /…/  

Student 1: When you speak Russian, you talk and talk, and then, when you 
want to underline something, get people’s attention, then you say a word 
in Ukrainian and they immediately listen more carefully. Then you go 
back to Russian and say something, and later again you want to underline 
something and you go over to Ukrainian, again people listen carefully. 
That is, the Ukrainian language is kind of more emotional… 

Student 3: …to wake up the audience . 
Student 1: Yes, to wake up the audience, for instance. Or to express a word 

more exactly, [a word] that you can express in Ukrainian, but in Russian 
the corresponding word sounds less graphic.191

Student 3: In Ukrainian you have the word dovkillia [environment] and in 
Russian okruzhaiushchaia sreda – a bureaucratic [kazennoe] word  

(Students, water ecology, b. 1983-84, October 2003, in Russian). 

This exchange may also have reflected linguistic realities in Kharkiv the way 
some of these student have experienced it. The Ukrainian language was de-

                               
190 This student, however, may not be seen as representative of a general collective of students 
in Kharkiv since she originated from an oblast’ in central Ukraine, is Ukrainian-speaking, and 
hence surely would find it easier to express herself in Ukrainian than many of the other stu-
dents. As was apparent from her other statements, Ukrainian was to be conceived of as “closer 
to” her. 
191 An example of this could be that certain words were said in Ukrainian in an otherwise 
Russian sentence during some of these interviews on several occasions. I became aware of 
words such as nezalezhnist’ (independence) and ukrains’ka mova (the Ukrainian language) or 
simply mova, i.e. words that might designate something more “emotional” or “graphic” when 
the issue being discussed is the independent Ukraine, not independence per se, or the Ukrain-
ian language, not any language. However, this kind of practices can also be mocking if the use 
of Ukrainian words is meant as a parody. It could also be that certain words are generally 
more often used in Ukrainian because they are terminology-related. 
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scribed as something that stands out and attracts attention. In contrast to 
previously discussed themes of shame and social stigma, however, in the 
example above, it was clear that the use of Ukrainian was seen in a positive 
light and associated with positive features. Here the two languages were 
described as having different roles in a given speech event where the use of 
Ukrainian words is a way of making your message more explicit. Thus, the 
Ukrainian language was portrayed as being more expressive than Russian in 
the way described above, and in this case, there was nothing shameful about 
using Ukrainian. Rather, being capable of this kind of switching may be 
perceived of as useful for those who know how to carry it out properly.  

Switching between languages, or borrowing words or expressions from 
the language may thus be talked about as a conscious act, carried out in order 
to “wake up the audience”, i.e. be heard by using one’s language repertoires 
in more unconventional ways. In addition, what is interesting to note is the 
way different languages were used for telling some stories during interviews 
that I have presented here. For instance, in one student’s story about her 
friend (retold in Ch. 7) this feature was apparent as she switched to Ukrain-
ian in rendering her friend’s switching to Ukrainian when “foretelling” the 
future. Hence, not only her friend, who had (apparently) made an active 
choice of speaking Ukrainian, did so – but also the girl who retold this con-
versation, did it partly in Ukrainian. I have noticed similar procedures in 
telling stories in other cases as well, for instance when underlining some-
thing or perhaps in making the story more authentic. This switching could 
thus be done in order to make a point, make fun of someone (as the professor 
of physics cited previously in this chapter), or to express other people’s 
points of view. It was quite common for people in general to turn to Ukrain-
ian in some instances, but the “quality” of that Ukrainian varied. In some 
cases people would have to search for words or say it in Russian anyway 
(hence undermining their point or punch line), but with younger interviewees 
I seldom noticed hesitation or searching for words. This practice underlined 
that they had several active repertoires, with Russian being the most actively 
used in everyday interaction but with Ukrainian being used when necessary, 
if only to tell a story. Although Bilaniuk distinguishes between borrowing 
words or phrases and actual surzhyk, the kind of mixing exemplified in these 
interviews may be labelled according her typology as urban bilinguals’ 
surzhyk. She describes this as the most diffuse category, entailing “unstruc-
tured mixing, usually by people who more or less know both languages (but 
borrow terms from the other language out of habit) and sometimes switch for 
stylistic effect, sometimes for no apparent reason at all. In home or work 
environments where two languages co-exist, some people have the habit of 
partial adaptation to the language of their interlocutors” (Bilaniuk 2005:133, 
emphasis in original). 
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8.3.2 Uneducated language 
In other instances, however, language switching and borrowing may be 
looked down upon as features of “language pollution”, bad language or 
surzhyk. When language use was discussed in reference to certain domains, 
especially higher education and the city as discussed in Section 8.1.2 above, 
Ukrainian was partly referred as the “uneducated language”, not being as 
acceptable as the Russian language in these domains. Yet, when interview-
ees talked about language practices as representing uneducated people, they 
linked this specifically to surzhyk. An illustration to the notion of surzhyk in 
the more traditional sense was found in a story of one of the students, in 
which language change and use of language repertoires played a vital role. In 
this case, language change was used rather to avoid unwanted attraction. A 
couple of girls she knew had been sitting in a café in Kharkiv city centre, 
talking, when they were approached by some boys. After some time the girls 
decided that they were not interested in further company and in order to 
ward off the attention, they started talking in surzhyk in order to, as the in-
terviewee said, “antagonise the boys”. Allegedly, this move worked. The 
main point of the story was to illustrate the unattractiveness of bad language, 
and that surzhyk signals a low level of education or a low cultural level and 
that this is commonly understood (cf. Bernsand 2006). According to the 
story, the girls knew this, choosing to speak in surzhyk, and the boys knew 
this, understanding “that they [the girls] were kind of stupid, that they were 
just such peasants”, and their interest in the girls dropping when these were 
revealed as being “uncultured.” This way of speaking about surzhyk corre-
sponds to Bilaniuk’s category called urbanized-peasant surzhyk, originating 
with industrialisation and urbanisation where surzhyk “connotes a peasant 
background, lack of education, lack of esteem for one’s native language, and 
a low socioeconomic status” (Bilaniuk 2005:126). 

8.3.3 The opportunistic language 
I noticed that there was yet another aspect to the discussion of code switch-
ing as one type of language practices. As some other students claimed, 
changing to Ukrainian can be conceived of as a way of attracting attention to 
oneself, and they discussed use of the Ukrainian language as a conscious 
move, with a clear undertone of dislike for those showing off or trying to be 
“exceptional”. This also provided a contrast to the stories told about Ukrain-
ian-speakers who changed to Russian in public because they were 
“ashamed”. It is important, though, to notice that the interviewee cited below 
did not refer to any kind of Ukrainian, she underlined that these other youth 
learn “pure Ukrainian.” So, the kind of Ukrainian people grew up with in 
one of the villages in Kharkiv oblast’ might not do, as this is not the “cul-
tured kind” of Ukrainian.  
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Although now there are new tendencies among the youth. They, on the con-
trary, learn the Ukrainian language in order to “be exceptional”. They speak 
only in Ukrainian, [they] learn a pure Ukrainian language, that is “exception-
ality”, to expose oneself through language (Student, architecture, b. 1985-86, 
October 2003, in Russian). 

The Ukrainian this interviewee talked about here was the kind that must be 
mastered, and which may thus associated with the educated population, the 
cultural elite, authorities in Kyiv but also the “beautiful people in L’viv” (cf. 
9.2.1). Thus, the “pure Ukrainian” that was discussed here will probably 
rather be associated with authority rather than the organic or authentic ver-
nacular that is spoken in the villages. In one of the other groups, too, a simi-
lar discussion took place. Also here, there were references to a Ukrainian 
that was not the language of today. Yet, in this discussion those who master 
this language were not admired as especially cultured. Rather, somewhat 
with a scornful tone, these were labelled “parvenus”. 

 
Student 1: [The Ukrainian language] is a way to prove oneself. 
Student 2: [It is a] way of attracting attention. Or, you know what, to stand 

out from the “grey masses” it is necessary to be some kind of “dark-grey”. 
Student 1: Parvenus. 
Student 2: Yes, exactly [in a mocking tone]: “Oh, I am better than you, I 

know the language of the 1920s.” 
(Students, pharmacology, b. 1980-1982, October 2003, in Russian).  

This way of talking may be related to an observation made by Bilaniuk 
(2005:133) writing that “the force of solidarity entailed the avoidance of the 
stigma of being ‘too pure.’ For this reason people would adhere to Russian 
forms in Ukrainian that were the status quo rather than using the forms they 
knew to be correct Ukrainian but that would stand out”. This may be linked 
to themes that other interviewees engaged with as well, where use of Ukrain-
ian in a sense became suspicious if it could be seen as too exaggerated or 
false, unauthentic – and people could be perceived of as using the language 
to show themselves as “better”. Solidarity might in this case relate to a 
Kharkiv variety of Ukrainian, but not to the more “elevated” or “cultured” 
form of Ukrainian associated with a certain prestige university in Kyiv or 
cultural or political elites. Hence, attitudes such as those expressed in the 
exchange above may also be interpreted as a kind of resistance or non-
acceptance of the “ideology of the rareness and exclusivity of true, pure 
Ukrainian” that emerged after independence (ibid:143-144) which may be 
perceived as excluding by these Russian-speaking youth. Yet, one example 
of language change was looked upon as being positive. Several people I 
talked to cited the case of Yulia Tymoshenko, the leader of the political 
party Fatherland and former prime minister, as an example of someone who 
“just like that” switched to (“real”) Ukrainian when she went from business 
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to politics (she is from Dnipropetrovs’k, not a western Ukrainian politi-
cian).192 She seemed to be admired for this, in contrast to holders of other 
public offices such as former president Leonid Kuchma or prime minister 
Viktor Yanukovych, whose Ukrainian was often the object of jokes or com-
ments among the interviewees.193 Thus, Tymoshenko’s switching to Ukrain-
ian helped her create an image of herself as a certain type of politician, and 
her language use may well have contributed to that image. Still, there is a 
risk to be taken here as one cannot be sure if language change will be appre-
ciated or accepted, either in the outgroup or in the ingroup (Laitin 1998:249-
250). Authenticity may thus turn into fake façades or be perceived as oppor-
tunistic. One interviewee talked about language change as “playing a game”, 
mainly for holding onto power, calling it “dishonest” (Søvik 2004). 

Many officials, if only formally, go over to a broken Ukrainian language, and 
they do this in order to hold on to their positions [uderzhatsia v svoikh 
kreslakh] and even keep these positions, especially Kievan officials. At home 
they speak Russian, on public transport they speak Russian, that is, unfortu-
nately, this is a not very honest game (Professor of physics, b. 1950, October 
2003, in Russian). 

It is important to note, then, that I never encountered the opposite perspec-
tive, where this argument would be turned on its head, saying that Ukrain-
ian-speakers switching to Russian in official or formal settings in Kharkiv, 
were dishonest or “playing a game”. This would rather be considered neces-
sary and reasonable in order to take a step up on the social ladder, I believe. 
Perhaps this also exposed the naturalness invested in the Russian language in 
this city, while the Ukrainian language – at least the “pure” kind – was al-
most conceived of as deviant (cf. Ch. 9). 

 
 
 
 

                               
192 Then again, Tymoshenko had incentives to do so. Firstly, she may have considered or at 
least supposed that others would consider speaking Ukrainian a sign of being more “authen-
tic” as a Ukrainian politician. Secondly, she may even have calculated that by speaking 
Ukrainian her crusade against corruption in business, which after all is predominantly Rus-
sian-speaking, would be more “genuine”. 
193 Bilaniuk (2005:147-149) discusses how the language of politicians has been interlinked 
with perceptions of their professional and personal abilities and credibility. Although not at 
the same level, as Kuchma was questioned for his bad language (revealed through the so-
called Melnychenko tapes, see Maksymiuk (2005)), so a journalist judged the Ukrainian-
speaking Viktor Yushchenko to be inadequate as a politician and orator on the basis of his 
Russian.  
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8.4 Conclusion 
In this chapter I found that the most persistent language-related stereotype 
seemed to be related to the urban/rural divide, where Russian represented the 
city and Ukrainian the countryside. Yet, I did not find a coherent or consis-
tent pattern that devaluated Ukrainian and elevated Russian in all instances; 
Ukrainian was also associated with authorities, the educated population and 
the future. At the same time, as we have seen, some people would associate 
it with being “uncultured” whereas Russian still in general was associated 
with science, higher education and high culture – a point that has been high-
lighted in previous chapters too. Ukrainian was to some degree also referred 
to more often as emotional, cheerful and amusing, while Russian, in contrast, 
represented the less enthusiastic, tedious or serious. To some degree these 
characteristics fit with the above-mentioned rural/urban distinction, where 
the rural context with the Ukrainian language could be seen as representing 
solidarity, and the urban context with the Russian language as representing 
status. Surzhyk, on the other hand, was most clearly associated with almost 
purely negative traits, representing someone being uncultured, uneducated, 
and “stupid”. Yet, as discussed previously, not even with respect to surzhyk 
did all interviewees hold entirely negative attitudes (also cf. 9.3). 

Even though Ukrainian-speakers were far from only negatively stereo-
typed, the position of Russian as the most predominantly used language 
seemed to make Ukrainian so to speak inappropriate in certain settings. This 
may thus account for why Ukrainian-speakers in many instances, as reported 
by interviewees at least, converge to Russian and accommodate Russian-
speakers. I could not detect any actual patterns of non-reciprocal bilingual-
ism, but some of the interviewees talked about instances of language switch-
ing. Some of these stories were about people not switching to Russian at all, 
or about a potential practice of using Ukrainian in order to underline one’s 
message or emphasise one’s own person. This kind of practice thus risked 
turning into a negative issue; switching to Ukrainian may be seen as a just a 
way of utilising the Ukrainian language for personal gain, e.g. for political 
power. Yet, this may be a difficult balancing act. As discussed previously, if 
one continues to use Russian, one may be perceived of as disloyal to the 
independent state, or in some way reactionary, whereas going over to 
Ukrainian may become a matter of joking or ridicule if it is not perceived as 
good or authentic enough. Some of the observations in this chapter thus 
interlink with the discussion in Chapter 7 on the fear of appearing ridiculous. 
Of course, this is not only a problem for persons holding public offices, but 
just as much for people in general. This issue was relevant with respect to 
several of the persons interviewed for this study since they have professions 
that make them more exposed to both demands on language change and 
negative reactions towards “bad language,” for instance. Examinations of 
language-related stereotypes are therefore important in shedding light on 
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complex patterns of language use, and for studying how language beliefs 
may influence language practices. Whether one attempts to switch or resists 
language switching may depend on how one believes that others conceive of 
one’s way of talking. Language practices may also be depend on how closely 
one feels attached to a specific group, and thus wants to demonstrate one’s 
affinity and identity, or to what degree one wants to mark one’s distance to a 
perceived outgroup. 
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9 Who is Ukrainian? Searching for 
authenticity 

The themes I will examine in this chapter are closely related to some of the 
ideas presented in Chapters 2 and 3 (and discussed in Ch. 5), concerning the 
introduction of a single, common language as a way of creating unity, and 
thus facilitating the consolidation of the nation and the state. In this final 
chapter I will focus on how respondents/interviewees (re)produced beliefs 
about the roles of the Ukrainian and Russian languages in relation to the 
nation and the state. Some of these beliefs seem to originate in a more essen-
tialist national-romantic ideological convictions (“we are our language”); 
others place the emphasis on a more symbolic or reflective link (“our lan-
guage represents us”). As Fishman points out, vernaculars have been playing 
an important role in nationalist movements “both as a medium for mobiliza-
tion as well as a desideratum, i.e. an object of value, on whose behalf mobi-
lization is called for” (1997:3). Ideas concerning the role of language in 
state- and nation-building processes are related to how a shared language has 
been held to promote cohesion and allow the nation to develop a common 
culture (Wright 2004). As previously mentioned, this concern may be related 
to the role some believe the Ukrainian language has (or should have) as-
sumed in this period of social changes and processes of state consolidation 
(Masenko 1999, cf. Kuzio 1998a). This line of thought was articulated by 
several of the interviewees, yet, it was not all about “praise of the beloved 
language” (Fishman 1997), one important issue concerns why this language 
was not always praised (by all). 

9.1 “In praise of the beloved language”: Producing an 
image of state and nation 

As long as a language constitutes such a large part of the state’s interaction 
with the population, there can not be a “neutral language” (as observed by 
Arel (2002a) and Kymlicka and Grin (2003)). Yet, language beliefs also 
sustain both implicit and explicit hierarchies of languages, for instance with 
regards to purposes a language may or may not be used for (sacred, collo-
quial speech, for official, informal purposes, etc.). Ukrainian and Russian 
may represent separate domains, be seen as playing different roles, and hav-

 263



ing dissimilar functions. Here, I find two dimensions of language practices 
and language; on the one hand what I have previously discussed as the prac-
ticalities of everyday life, and on the other hand, the ideals of the extraordi-
nary/exceptional. These dimensions can be interlinked with three levels: 
regional/local – national/state level – international/world arena. Many of the 
interviewees talked about the language issue by distinguishing between dif-
ferent dimensions of the issue, conceptualising dichotomies such as individ-
ual versus collective, local/regional versus national/state level, and per-
sonal/private versus public. Therefore, I believe, questions concerning lan-
guage and identification must be discussed with reference to these different 
dimensions. For many of the interviewees, the two languages play different 
roles in relation to processes of identity formation. This became especially 
clear when some interviewees distinguished between a “Russian-speaking 
identity” (on a local, private/individual level) and a “Ukrainian identity” (on 
an (inter)national, collective level). Others would hold that language does 
not matter with respect to how they choose to identify, but the rationale for 
claiming so varied. The emphasis on the Ukrainian language as the national 
language, its importance in relation to national unity and as a guarantor of 
cultural and political independence must be seen in the light of its current 
status as the state language. Yet, interviews had in common that they did not 
explicitly distinguish between the state and nation when they referred to the 
purpose of the Ukrainian language. Hence, there was no clear delineation of 
language as a marker of political or ethno-cultural nation, as a marker of 
state independence or as a boundary-marker of the Ukrainian nation. Refer-
ences to the state and the nation as interrelated were frequent when students 
talked about the language and its purpose. A number of them held that the 
Ukrainian language is vital to the Ukrainian state since an independent coun-
try needs to have its own language (some of their statements were curiously 
reminiscent of those from the national-romantic era reproduced in Wexler 
(1974), cited in Ch. 3, p. 89). 

9.1.1 The new state on the block: Respect, reputation and 
recognition 

At several occasions the interviewees discussed the issue of how they be-
lieve Ukraine and the Ukrainian language are perceived by others, as well as 
by Ukrainians themselves, and how this contributes to or reinforces a spe-
cific image of Ukraine. Ukraine was pictured as a new state “in the world 
arena”, and Ukraine was often described as a young country and therefore it 
was seen as “excusable” that the general situation in the country – economi-
cally, politically and culturally – has not yet “stabilised” (cf. Filippova 
2003). These descriptions presented Ukraine as a young and weak state not 
yet respected, not even by its own population. At times the interviewees 
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portrayed the Ukrainian population as persons who cared neither for the 
Ukrainian language nor the culture. In that sense they might hamper the gen-
eral development in Ukraine, but even worse, jeopardise the future of the 
entire Ukrainian nation as such.  

Every nation should have its own language, which it has no right to forget. 
And if not, this nation will be mixed up with all the others and forget about 
itself, it will stop existing /…/ All this is because the Ukrainian people know 
little about their culture. Who goes to the museums? Hardly anyone. And in 
general only very few people know their roots, their origins, and therefore 
there is no desire to speak Ukrainian (Student, museum management studies, 
b. 1985-86, October 2003, in Russian). 

Here, he made a link between the nation and its language, and what ought to 
be the main purpose of this language: to create boundaries, to separate the 
nation from other nations and to make sure that the nation does not “forget 
about itself”. I relate this talk to insecurity on a collective level vis-à-vis 
external factors (in contrast to insecurity on an individual level as discussed 
in Ch. 7), if Ukrainian does not remain the state language, the nation may 
“go under”, disappear. Anxiousness about people not going to museums may 
of course be related to his choice of profession as a future museum director, 
but this line of thought was not exceptional, although not always as explic-
itly expressed as in this excerpt. A preoccupation with the language not only 
as a symbol but also as a beacon for the nation must be seen in the light of 
language beliefs that may have been strengthened during the specific time 
period I examine in this study; a period of state- and nation-building. As 
pointed out above, I assumed that this period has had a special impact on the 
younger generation which has gone through school in an independent 
Ukraine, hence being directly affected by changes in school curriculum due 
to political changes. One of the students linked the language issue to political 
circumstances and maintained that, historically, the Russian language has 
been established in different conditions than the Ukrainian language. Her 
argument was that the Ukrainian language, and more recently the Ukrainian 
state, have been located in the shadow of the Russian language and Russia. 
She would not interpret the current language situation in terms of “prestige.” 
Rather, she talked about it in terms of “politics” explaining why the Russian 
language has a different place in the “international arena”. Also, independ-
ence became associated to the Ukrainian language. 

Well, you know, nevertheless, if [we look at it] from a political view-point, it 
would look something like this: When there was the USSR, the Russian lan-
guage, that is clear, was rooted. Of course, in the international arena only the 
Russian language was noticed. When only we gained freedom, twelve years 
of independence, then I believe it is difficult now for the representatives of 
other countries to get used to the fact that there is yet another such state, 
[even] having its own native language. To say that one language is more 
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prestigious and another one less, it is difficult. But [one could say that] the 
Russian language has had by far much more time to be rooted and remain in 
memory, than the Ukrainian has had. It is just that we are brand new as an in-
dependent state; we just had so much less time (Student, radio physics, b. 
1985, October 2003, in Russian). 

Thus, she conceived of the relatively weaker position of the Ukrainian lan-
guage vis-à-vis Russian internationally as something that will change; it 
becomes a matter of time, not of prestige or suitability. These discussions 
may be contrasted with arguments holding that the Ukrainian language is not 
“fit” for being a state language, or that the Ukrainian state would “earn” 
from holding onto Russian as the more prestigious, developed, modern and 
well-known international language (cf. Table 5.1, see also Ch. 6 and Ch. 8 
on discussions on the international reputation of the Russian language). This 
illustrates how previous official interpretations and presentations of the lan-
guage situation and the role of the Russian language for other groups in the 
Soviet Union (cf. Ch. 3) were contested and challenged at present. She ex-
pressed a belief that the Ukrainian language may be just as functional or 
suitable as Russian but that power-relations and extra-linguistic circum-
stances have given the Russian language a head start to a more advanced 
position. She also expressed ideas holding that the Ukrainian language is the 
only “suitable” language for the Ukrainian state; a state has its “native lan-
guage”. From this vantage point, the Russian language would be unfit to 
represent the Ukrainian state. In a similar vein, the student cited below also 
denounced claims that the Russian language could “do the same job” as the 
Ukrainian for the Ukrainian independent state: there can never be more than 
one “national language”; reflecting an idea of the monolingual state.  

If the state already exists, then it is necessary to develop its language, because 
it is an indispensable part /…/ [There is] the Ukrainian independent state with 
its history and culture and with its language. Whether we speak Russian, 
Ukrainian or the mixture surzhyk, pure Ukrainian will always pass for the na-
tional [language] (Student, choreography, b. 1980-82, October 2003, in Rus-
sian). 

Another group of students also debated the issue concerning the image of the 
country as not being powerful and how this may be reflected in relation to 
the language. One of the students expressed thought similar to those pre-
sented above; it is not the Ukrainian language as such that is “unfit” for a 
modern state, rather it is the poor and weak Ukrainian state that does not 
inspire respect for the Ukrainian language, and Ukraine was again placed in 
the shadow of a dominant Russia. 

To me it seems that a language is dependent on the country, not on econom-
ics, but it means that a language plays the same kind of role that the country 
plays. The stronger and more powerful the country, the more powerful is its 
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language. For instance, the Ukrainian language is no worse than Russian. But 
our country is so poor that it cannot move forward. Therefore Russia domi-
nates (Student, architecture, b. 1985-86, October 2003, in Russian). 

Furthermore, the same student linked the image of Ukraine with language 
use with reference to concepts such as pride, reputation and respect, and 
claimed that a lack of pride in Ukraine and its position in the world was an 
explanation for why people in Ukraine do not care to use the Ukrainian lan-
guage. Like other students cited above, she assumed a link between state, 
nation, culture and language; here the lack of respect for the state was inter-
preted as transforming into lack of respect for the language and culture.194 In 
her somewhat sarcastic rendition of the state of affairs, Ukrainians cannot 
wait to get out of Ukraine, and certainly – why should they then bother to be 
concerned about the language? 

You turn on the news in the evening and it starts: so Ukraine is in 350th place 
in the world, 408th place in the world. It looks like the people who live in 
Ukraine are made to believe that Ukraine, it is a country that holds some 
350th place in the world; it has nothing, no pride, no reputation. That is why 
people have not already accepted this language, they think “why do we need 
this Ukraine”, everybody tries to get out of here as fast as possible, somehow 
neither the language, nor the country is accepted. Therefore, if [people] 
would accept the country /…/ people would think again: our Ukraine is re-
spected, it means that we should also respect ourselves, respect our language, 
nation, culture (Student, architecture, b. 1985-86, October 2003, in Russian). 

As she put forward, in her view the Ukrainians must learn to respect them-
selves, and as part of a positive self-image comes self-respect.195 Yet, as she 
tied self-respect to the image of Ukraine internationally, she was not clear 
about who should assume responsibility for creating this viable image of 
Ukraine. She claimed that the Ukrainian people need to “accept” the lan-
guage and the country, but on the other hand, respect must be found in the 
minds of others as well. This may be related to the dialectics of identity for-
mation in that identity is created within and, at the same time, is linked to a 
struggle for recognition, for others to accept this identity which again has 
bearings on a sense of self-respect (cf. Wong 2002). In her account, the 

                               
194 Landau and Kellner-Heinkele (2001:205) mention a current slogan in Kazakhstan with 
what seems to be similar underlying assumptions: “Respect for the language – respect for the 
country”. 
195 She did not mention the lack of trust in fellow Ukrainians as part of her negative view on 
Ukraine, but I associated the way she talked about Ukraine and Ukrainians with the pop-group 
Tartak’s song Ia ne khochu from their 2004 album Muzychnyi lyst shchastia. This is a rather 
pessimistic and rather sad song dealing with the theme of the lack of unity in contemporary 
Ukraine, and the chorus goes “I do not want to be a hero for Ukraine. My country does not 
deserve heroes!” The song presents an image of a Ukraine where Ukrainians do not trust each 
other, nor pay respect to each other and to the country, nor feel part of a community (of all 
Ukrainians) that is needed for the country and its people to prosper and to live decent lives.  

 267



young Ukrainian state is weak not only in the eyes of others, or relatively 
less known internationally in comparison with Russia; Ukraine was also 
portrayed as a country that Ukrainians themselves have nothing to “gain 
from”; it has nothing to offer. Thus, self-respect and recognition were inter-
linked given that a negative view of oneself has been reinforced by external 
images of Ukraine as a country at the bottom of every kind of listing. And 
vice versa, if Ukrainians would respect themselves this may be reinforced by 
recognition of a positive image of Ukraine and respect from outsiders. So 
far, she implied, Ukrainians themselves have not been willing to struggle for 
an affirmation of their identity and thus help create a positive image. These 
notions of weakness and lack of respect internally as well as internationally 
might be interpreted in the light of a long-cultivated image of Ukraine and 
Ukrainians as victims. The issue of victimisation did not necessarily render 
an image of a strong nation to have pride in emerging just before and after 
independence; rather, the rewritten history produced an image of Ukrainians 
as a victimised people: “history was reclaimed for oneself and for one’s cul-
tural group and was couched in terms of an endless litany of victimization” 
(Wanner 1998:37). Some of the students mentioned this image of Ukraine in 
relation to Ukrainian literature as well, partly opposing this image since it 
represented nothing to be proud of and thus that they felt compelled to iden-
tify with. This can also be contrasted to the rhetoric of pride that was pro-
duced during the Soviet period, related to both Russian and Soviet achieve-
ments, creating obstacles for some people to positively identify with Ukraine 
at present (cf. the discussion on cultural hierarchies in Ch. 4 and language-
related stereotypes in Ch. 8). One student reflected in the following way on 
the issue of pride in relation to the Ukrainian state in contrast to representa-
tives of the Ukrainian state or nation. 

You can be proud when the country takes care of you, somehow supports 
you, then you feel pride. Well, my pride in Ukraine is not from the perspec-
tive that the state takes care of you, but from the perspective that, after all, we 
have people who are well located on the world arena. For instance, those 
Olympic champions, scientists, cultural workers, who are known by the en-
tire world. So, about them I feel pride, yes, our country, our people, compa-
triots scientists, sportsmen, that is, they are famous, everybody knows them. 
/…/ But that [the state] cares for you, helps you with something, there is no 
pride, because [we are] deserted, left to the mercy of fate [brosheny na proiz-
vol sud’by]. Those who can, they get on their feet and in general, nobody can, 
but some have parents who manage, relatives and so on. And those who do 
not have any such “connections”, those who cannot, they are left deserted, 
like the state has deserted them. Just today I heard on the radio that Yu-
shchenko declared that there are very many Ukrainians abroad, very many. 
Well, naturally, they leave to earn money because there is a shortage of em-
ployment. And [Yushchenko] kind of said that “This year I promise, truly 
promise to augment the amount of work places by millions – what way is not 
clear – so that people will return, so that our will return to their motherland 

 268



[rodina] and serve for the welfare of our state, and not…for some foreign 
state” (Student, philology, b. 1984, March 2005, in Russian). 

She touched upon several interesting points relating to the notion of pride 
and the responsibility of the state, intertwining this discussion with some of 
the issues mentioned above. The state does not take care of its citizens but 
leaves them to sort out their own destiny, or rely on help from relatives.196 I 
find an articulation of a chain of events here leading to a negative image 
which is reinforced at every turn. Since the state has “deserted” the people, 
the citizens cannot feel pride in their state. They have no reason to feel loyal 
and in order to earn money they have to go abroad, which probably does not 
produce an attractive image of Ukraine internationally; a state not taking 
care of its citizens. This was also reflected in the image the student above 
referred to when saying that Ukraine always ends up on some 350th or 408th 
place. The student cited here was also unconvinced when she rendered Yu-
shchenko’s speech, throwing in a sceptical comment – “what way is not 
clear” – to his promise to create millions of work places in order to make 
Ukrainians come home. On the other hand, she mentioned the famous 
Ukrainians, active in sports, culture and science as persons that she could be 
proud of, her fellow Ukrainians who are known internationally.197 Thus, even 
though the Ukrainian state does not provide its citizens with achievements in 
the spheres of economics or politics to be proud of, there are Ukrainian indi-
viduals in the spheres of culture and science which may nevertheless be seen 
as representing Ukraine and thus create some potential for pride in and re-
spect for Ukrainian culture and language (cf. Sövik 2006a). This is one in-
triguing theme related to post-Soviet Ukrainian state- and nation-building, 
demonstrating how people search for something or someone to represent 
them as Ukrainians, and ways to create an image abroad to be proud of. At 
the same time these persons wage a struggle for recognition, and moreover, 
in some cases struggling with a feeling of inferiority vis-à-vis Russia not 
least, as expressed above, where Ukraine was conceived of as poor and pow-
erless in comparison. After all, in the eyes of many, Russia still embodies the 
image of a superpower; it is recognised as a “powerful country” with cultural 
and economic achievements to show for, and it can still to some degree rely 
upon east Slavic or Soviet ideologies dwarfing Ukraine, Ukrainians as well 
as the Ukrainian language (cf. the discussion in Ch. 4 on the feeling of “infe-
riority” in the border area). The theme of self-respect was also brought up by 
one of the teachers describing how he sometimes questions his students’ 

                               
196 This theme is beyond the scope of this thesis but the relationship between the state and the 
people and the way people cope through various types of personal networks is an interesting 
theme in post-Soviet societies. See for instance Wanner (1998) and Ries (1997). 
197 In addition to pop musicians as a source of pride (discussed in Ch. 4), sportsmen such as 
football player Andrii Shevchenko and the boxing brothers Vitalii and Volodymyr Klychko 
were mentioned as internationally well-known contemporary Ukrainians to be proud of. 
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“lack of respect” for their Ukrainian roots. This excerpt started with an ac-
count of how various institutions still use the Russian language and thus 
more or less actively work against the Ukrainian language. Moreover, people 
even still call the money the rouble, in spite of years of the Ukrainian cur-
rency, hryvnia, and these aspects taken together say:  

something about the fact that people do not realise who they are. More than 
once have I told my students: “respect can only be claimed by that person 
who respects himself. You do not respect yourselves, as you do not speak the 
language of your state [derzhava]. When you call yourselves Ukrainians, why 
do you not respect that you are Ukrainians [descending] from your grandfa-
thers and great-grandfathers. If I, a Russian, have learnt this language and 
lecture it, and I like it, and I plan to live here, and I am interested in the his-
tory of this language and in general the history of Ukraine, then why is this of 
so little interest to you Ukrainians?” (University teacher in business Ukrain-
ian, b. 1949, October 2003, in Ukrainian). 

Yet, the idealised link between a people and its language as a legacy passed 
from one generation to the next that he alluded to was not entirely consistent, 
as when his own personal story was brought into the picture. He pointed out 
that he, as a Russian, may take part in this specific linguistic community and 
pass the language on to new generations of Ukrainians as a teacher of the 
Ukrainian language. So, when drawing on his personal background, being 
Ukrainian was not only linked to ethnicity or ancestral heritage. Being 
Ukrainian also becomes connected to “taking a stand”, supporting Ukrainian 
culture and history and, in the long run, the Ukrainian state as well, by actu-
ally using the state language. In ideological terms this reasoning may be seen 
as representing an overlap between a more essentialist ethnic conception of 
being a Ukrainian, having a given inherited Ukrainian identity, and a possi-
bly more civic conception of national identity linked to the state, and to no-
tions of loyalty and duty. A “true” Ukrainian identity was presented as first 
and foremost expressed through the use of the Ukrainian language, thus not 
limiting this to ethnic Ukrainians only (cf. the concept of duty and language 
usage discussed in Ch. 6). 

9.1.2 The uniqueness of the Ukrainian nation: “Be distinct!” 
Contrary to what the teacher of Ukrainian said about his students not re-
specting their Ukrainian legacy, many of the students that took part in this 
study were rather preoccupied with this, not least with the preservation of the 
Ukrainian language. In Chapter 2 I discussed how image – the “outward part 
of identity” – may be related to the concept of boundary-creation as a way of 
delineating the nation. The Ukrainian language was at several occasions 
hailed as an audible boundary marker of Ukrainianness, thus making 
Ukraine what it is, not being Russia. 
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I would say [that language] is the most important [for the Ukrainian state]. It 
is our culture, history, in general our mentality is in our language. It is really 
some kind of independence. So if Ukraine is delineated by borders, the bor-
der nobody can see, it is nothing, but language sets [Ukraine] apart (Student, 
radio physics, b. 1985, October 2003, in Russian). 

Since state borders are not visible, the actual independent state of Ukraine is 
not really tangible; since nobody can see the border, it is really “nothing”. In 
this way language becomes a marker of distinctiveness, something that 
makes Us unlike Them, in addition to being indicative of “independence”. 
Here, a belief was expressed that having a separate language is perceived not 
only to create unity within the group, but also to define the ingroup by up-
holding and safeguarding the characteristics that make this grouping distinct 
from other groups. This specific idea seemed to be appreciated by several of 
the students I interviewed. One student, in spite of calling herself a “Rus-
sian-speaker” and self-consciously pointing to this, claimed that she would 
not want to expand the role of the Russian language in legislation. Rather, 
she held that she would want to see a situation in which “all of Ukraine 
spoke Ukrainian”, thus expressing an idea of a common language as unify-
ing (as referred to in Ch. 5).  

I regard myself as a Ukrainian, although I speak in Russian. But regarding 
the notion that Russian should be the second official language, I would have 
voted against it, because if a second language is introduced, a division will 
begin; Russian schools, Ukrainian schools, and in such a situation the 
Ukrainian language will never be revived. And I would very much like that it 
was revived fully and completely, so that all of Ukraine spoke Ukrainian 
(Student, pharmacology, b. 1982-83, October 2003, in Russian). 

It may seem paradoxical that despite her speaking Russian, she focused more 
on the potential reviving of the Ukrainian language than giving the Russian 
language a status as the second state language in Ukraine. Several examples 
of this line of thinking among the students exposed ideological convictions 
which focused on the nation, the single state language and a common cul-
ture. They put this in first place rhetorically at least, as was pointed out in 
Chapter 6 when I examined the theme of ideals versus practicalities. This 
way of talking about the language issue may be related to the notion of unity, 
and to an idea of a Ukraine that is united with the help of the Ukrainian lan-
guage, exemplifying articulations of a belief that an independent country 
needs to have its own language, as Haugen (2000 [1966]) put it. As men-
tioned in Chapter 2 (Tollefson 1991, Kymlicka and Grin 2003), having a 
separate language has often been portrayed as key to asserting the separate-
ness of the people, and in the end ensuring the future survival of the nation 
(cf. previous language debates in Ukraine, see Wexler (1974) cited in Ch. 3). 
In the current Ukrainian context, holding such beliefs does not imply that 
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one holds negative attitudes towards the Russian language or would want to 
limit its use, but that one believes in the need for state support of the Ukrain-
ian language since this is the language that warrants support, and since this is 
the language whose purpose is to create unity and coherence. 

In the mid-1990s, Ukrainian sociologists pointed out that the current soci-
ety was characterised by a dual systems of values where “one system al-
lowed expression of a person’s own ‘selfish’ interests; the other ensured 
conformity to external requirements and strict ideological control” (Golo-
vakha and Panina 2000 [1994]:118). An observation regarding similar 
themes has been made by Wanner (1998:82, 110), when discussing educa-
tional reform and attempts at the restoration of a Ukrainian cultural identity, 
holding that 

the simultaneous focus on individuality and nationality is inherently contra-
dictory /…/ There is a persistent tension between the state’s articulated goals 
of encouraging individuality and individual choice at the same time that it 
aims to impart a collective identity based on an interpretation of Ukrainian-
ness that the state has sanctioned and is attempting to institutionalize in 
schools (Wanner 1998:82). 

This observation may be related to the duality in the way these students 
talked about individuality and uniqueness, as an example of how they actu-
ally found place for both individuality and nationality within discussions on 
the language issue. One reason the language question was considered an 
important issue, was that 

it is like individuality, when you have something that others do not have, you 
always feel unique, not like everybody else. Well, that also goes for the 
Ukrainian language (Student, radio physics, b. 1985, October 2003, in Rus-
sian). 

Interestingly, this reference to individuality did not necessarily mean indi-
viduality on a personal level. The conception of individuality that they talked 
about in positive terms had a certain collective dimension to it since it ap-
plied to the nation, or the state level, i.e. encompassing a whole, hence the 
emphasis on the Ukrainian language as representing the Ukrainian state in-
ternationally rather than referring to the individual person. The ideas of indi-
viduality that these students articulated were thus also under some form of 
“strict ideological control” in terms of state-led nation-building and proc-
esses of forming a Ukrainian national identity. It was thus not a question of 
the individual person standing out from the crowd, but rather that the 
Ukrainian state and nation should stand out, be respected and noticed in the 
“international arena”.  
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[T]he [Ukrainian] language is essential for the representation of Ukraine on 
the international level, that is, as a “business card”. So that it is our language, 
to show our uniqueness of some kind, that is to display a national identity 
[natsional’naia identichnost’] (Student, philology, b. 1982, October 2003, in 
Russian). 

Language practices were portrayed as a way of showing a “national identity” 
internationally, i.e. to outsiders, and thus perceived of as important with 
respect to both forming identity and creating an image. For instance, artists 
singing in Ukrainian were seen as a way of representing the Ukrainian nation 
internationally. This student underlined this thought by stating that it is uni-
maginable that Ukrainian artists would sing in Russian198, hence portraying 
this as one of the instances where the Russian language would be unfit or 
unacceptable. 

Of course [music in the Ukrainian language is important]. That, you see, 
represents our people, our nation on the world arena. Of course it is impor-
tant. I cannot imagine that they would sing in Russian /…/ So, someone must 
represent our state on the world arena and with the best traditions, which is 
also language (Student, radio physics, b. 1985, October 2003, in Russian). 

 

 
Illustration 9.1 Bud’ osoblyvym! An example from a Ukrainian ad campaign encour-
aging Ukrainians to “Be distinct!” Photo: the author. 

The theme of uniqueness related to language was a recurring one, and an 
interesting illustration to the discussion about displaying one’s “national 
identity” or showing one’s uniqueness is found in an ad campaign that was 
dispersed all over Kharkiv city centre at the time of some these interviews 
(October 2003). The entire campaign played with different typical Ukrainian 
                               
198 This can also be seen in contrast to Ukrainian singers “breaking” into Russia in Russian, cf. 
the discussion on Verka Serdiuchka in Chapter 4. 
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traditional symbols, so to speak, such as the instrument bandura, thus being 
part of a trend of using Ukrainian traditions as “an instrument for efficient 
marketing” (Volodchenko 2003).199 This point is interesting to notice in light 
of the emphasis that was invested in “being unique” or “distinct”, and dis-
playing “individuality”. This may be seen as an answer to general changes in 
many societies where individualism has replaced an emphasis on the collec-
tive (cf. Inglehart and Welzel 2005), and where standing out from the 
“masses” is sought after, but with a twist. In Chapter 8 I discussed talk about 
the Ukrainian language as opportunistic, where being exceptional and stand-
ing out from the grey masses was not positively viewed. In contrast to the 
discussion in 8.3, expressing uniqueness on a collective level was portrayed 
exclusively in positive terms. The interesting dichotomy found in these dis-
cussions thus held references to a collective form of individuality, and re-
producing a kind of nation-state ideology. Still, they did this in a way that 
made sense in their particular context, for instance, resolving this conceptu-
ally by repeatedly stressing that this concerned the international level since it 
was obviously not so in Kharkiv – thus distinguishing between acceptable 
language practices on the international and the local level. 

9.2 The nation and its language 
A continuation of the above theme was found in discussions about what lan-
guages represented in contexts relating to the interviewees’ personal lives. 
The Ukrainian and the Russian languages were endowed with somewhat 
different functions when it came to creating boundaries as well as crossing 
them. As discussed in Chapter 7, the Russian language was often talked 
about as a more practical matter, or as a personal matter. Somewhat simplis-
tically put, this meant that one speaks this language because one was born in 
the Kharkiv area and grew up in a Russian-speaking family, “learned to 
think in Russian”. The Russian language may in that sense be part of a col-
lective identity connected to the regional level, in contrast to the discussion 
on the Ukrainian language above. I found, however, that Russian was asso-
ciated more with a personal identity than a collective one. For instance, the 
students rarely suggested that they had a clearly conceptualised kind of 
group identity based on being Russian-speaking – in that case they would 
rather refer to a local Kharkiv identity. A notable exception was when some 
referred to Russian-speaking relatives outside Ukraine, but this would still 
indicate a more intimate sphere, not a wider community of “Russian-
speakers”. The somewhat older generation, on the other hand, expressed in 
somewhat greater measure attachment to either pan-Slavic or Soviet social 

                               
199 Yet, the commercial was for cigarettes, not a very “typical” Ukrainian product. On the 
other hand, it was a commercial for Ukrainian cigarettes, not a foreign brand. 
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or cultural collective identities where the Russian language would play an 
important role (as discussed in Ch. 4 on cultural hierarchies, and also with 
reference to the fear of cultural loss in Ch. 7 and language-related stereo-
types in Ch. 8). The Ukrainian language, on the other hand, was given a dif-
ferent purpose in some of these interviews; it could be used to define com-
mon characteristics to an identity as a Ukrainian, and it became an ideal to 
strive for. As we have seen, many interviewees often referred to a link be-
tween the nation and its language, not least among the younger persons. 

 
Table 9.1 Statements on link between the Ukrainain nation and language (by sub-
categories, %) 

 Do you agree with the opinion that without the Ukrainian language 
there can be no Ukrainian nation?200

 

 Agree/ 
fully agree 

Indifferent Disagree/ 
fully disagree 

n 

 
Total 

 
65.3 

 
11.9 

 
22.8 

 
799 

 
Age, eta .091 

 

18-24 70.9 7.1 22.0 464 
25+ 57.4 18.6 24.0 334 
 
Self-defined identity, eta .228** 

  

Ukrainian 80.3 9.3 10.4 193 
Both  62.2 12.5 25.3 503 
Russian 44.4 12.5 43.1 72 
 
Home language, eta .182** 

 

Ukrainian 81.5 6.2 12.3 65 
Both/Surzhyk 78.9 6.0 15.0 166 
Russian 58.7 14.5 26.7 550 

Note: The response alternatives have been recoded to cover only three alternatives. 
See Appendix B for original coding. 

 
 
 
 
 

                               
200 Nation was here defined as including all citizens of Ukraine, hence in a civic sense. This of 
course has bearings on the responses. Most surprising is that so many still agreed with this 
statement when explicitely referring to citizens. Together with responses shown in Tables 6.1 
and 6.1 (on duty) and further below, in Table 9.4, this may be an indication that the respon-
dents were ready to conceive of language as part to citizenship as well. This is in itself an 
interesting observation, corresponding to what has been pointed out by interviewees, that the 
state and the language were conceived of as interrelated. 
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Table 9.2 Statements on link between any nation and language (by sub-categories, 
%) 

 Do you agree with the opinion that for the future of any nation, 
including the Ukrainian, it does not matter which language is the 
state language? 

 

 Agree/ 
fully agree 

Indifferent Disagree/ 
fully disagree 

n 

 
Total 

 
30.6 

 
12.6 

 
56.7 

 
796 

 
Age, eta .123** 

 
 

18-24 29.1 6.5 64.4 464 
25+ 33.0 21.1 45.9 331 
 
Self-defined identity, eta .251** 

  

Ukrainian 13.5 10.9 75.6 193 
Both  34.4 12.8 52.9 501 
Russian 48.9 15.3 36.1 72 
 
Home language, eta .222** 

 
 

Ukrainian 7.7 9.2 83.1 65 
Both/Surzhyk 24.1 6.0 69.8 166 
Russian 35.8 15.1 49.1 548 

Note: The response alternatives have been recoded to cover only three alternatives. 
See Appendix B for original coding. 

The responses may indicate if the belief that a certain nation is required to 
“have” its own language (as the state language) was generally widespread 
among these respondents, and if there were certain categories that endorsed 
this notion more than others. Also, by asking both these questions, the re-
sponses might indicate whether this was something that was considered to 
apply to a fuller extent to the Ukrainian nation/Ukrainian language than to 
nations/languages in general. This showed a weak tendency to endorse the 
statement if the Ukrainian nation was explicitly mentioned. When the group 
of respondents is broken down according to age, it shows that the youngest 
cohort was the most determined on this issue. Few among them chose the 
middle alternative of “indifferent” on either statement. As discussed above, a 
generational difference may be expected due to the fact that the younger part 
of the respondents have gone to school and have grown up in a different 
society with other values orientations than their older compatriots, and they 
have been socialised into thinking about the Ukrainian nation in different 
terms. As Bekeshkina (2000 [1994]:177) points out, and as I have discussed 
previously, the fundamental societal changes have all been followed by “new 
version of historical interpretations of past, present and future.” This means 
that concepts such as nation have been subjected to rethinking, e.g. from 
being “the ‘disappearing feature in the process of the merging of the Soviet 
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community’ [nation] transformed into the fundamental basis of the human 
life and history.” Thus, Soviet-time notions of the Ukrainian nation and lan-
guage as being “without perspectives”, have been turned around in the at-
tempt at establishing the Ukrainian language as a prime symbol of the 
Ukrainian nation (however, to a certain degree in both ethnic and civic terms 
as seen in the excerpt from the textbooks in Ch. 4, which was also implied in 
this question). It is reasonable to assume that the younger cohort more easily 
lends their support to statements on an inherent connection between nation 
and language, but that this to some degree has been transferred to the state as 
well. This has also been apparent in the discussion above, where language as 
expressing or representing the culture, mentality or national characteristics 
of the Ukrainian people was linked with both the state and the nation. 

It is noteworthy that the previously noted pattern of how attitudes of sub-
categories were distributed recurred here; those with home language Ukrain-
ian were most supportive of the statements about a language as a prerequisite 
of the nation, followed by those identifying as Ukrainian only, leaving those 
identifying as Russian only at the other end of the spectrum. The two sub-
categories of those who defined themselves as Ukrainians only or whose 
home language was Ukrainian might more easily endorse this belief since 
their personal identifications would probably be oriented towards the 
Ukrainian language, either as a symbol of Ukrainianness or as the prime 
medium of communication within the family. Yet, even though there were 
significant differences between those who speak Ukrainian at home and 
those who speak Russian, these statements were endorsed by a rather large 
portion also among those whose home language was Russian or 
both/surzhyk, or who identified as both Ukrainian and Russian. Those who 
identified as “Russians only” made up a rather small number, hence I must 
not infer too much from these results, but in this group almost as many dis-
agreed as agreed that there was a link between the Ukrainian nation and the 
Ukrainian language. Persons identifying as Russian only may generally be 
more opposed to this specific idea since it will undermine their position as 
“Russians” in Ukraine and by definition exclude them from a Ukrainian 
community if too much focus is places on ethno-cultural markers of 
Ukrainianness, especially the language. Thus they may have the most to 
“lose” from a general acceptance of a belief claiming that there is a specific 
bond between nation and language, but still, this category was not unequivo-
cally for or against the statements. Among the total respondents the belief 
about a nation being to some degree “dependent” on its language was en-
dorsed. Sixty-five percent agreed with the statement that without the Ukrain-
ian language, there cannot be a Ukrainian nation. Fifty-six percent disagreed 
that it does not matter for the future of any nation which language is used as 
the state language. Thus, the statement that a nation “needs” its language 
was slightly more accepted when the Ukrainian nation was explicitly men-
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tioned. This is seen even more clearly in Table 9.3 where the two variables 
are measured against each other. 

Table 9.3 Statements on link between nation and language (%, total) 
  For the future of any nation, including the Ukrain-

ian, it does matter which language is the state lan-
guage 

  Agree Indifferent Disagree Total 
Agree 48.7 4.0 12.4 65.1  
Indifferent 1.5 7.2 3.3 12.0 

Without the Ukrainian 
language there can be 
no Ukrainian nation Disagree 6.5 1.4 14.9 22.8  
Total  56.7 12.6 30.6 100 (n=796) 
Note: The response alternatives have been recoded from five to three alternatives. In 
addition, the response alternatives have been recoded to follow the same structure, 
hence the different wording of the question on “any nation” in comparison with the 
formulation in Table 9.2 above. Gamma = .658.  

This demonstrates that more respondents were inclined to agree with at least 
one of the statements (totally 73.1 percent) than disagree. Almost half of the 
respondents agreed with both statements, and about 16 percent who agreed 
with the statement explicitly referring to the Ukrainian language disagreed or 
were indifferent when it came to the relevance of the other, more general 
statement. Again it is intriguing to notice how these respondents may claim 
to support certain statements representing ideological convictions that are 
not consistent with their own practices and everyday experiences. They 
agreed that the language is important for the nation, and that it matters which 
language is state language but as we have seen in other chapters, these be-
liefs were not acted upon, the respondents rarely use Ukrainian (cf. discus-
sion on the discrepancy between knowing and using the language in Ch. 6.). 

9.2.1 What you talk or what you do? 
The discussion on whether there is a link or not between a nation and a lan-
guage entails an important point; who can be considered to be a “true” 
Ukrainian – and to what degree is language competence, as well as respect 
for the culture and traditions, assumed to form part of this conception? An 
idea concerning a link between language and national identity, expressed in 
what I would label a rather essentialist manner was expressed thus: 

A person can identify himself only through language. The language – it is not 
only a means of communication. A language, it is the national, spiritual and 
mental-creative characteristic, the person thinks, formulate thoughts. How 
can a person think in national categories if he does not speak the language of 
his nation? /…/ We live on our land, we were born here, here are our ances-
tors. How [can we then] lose the language as the characteristic of a national 
identity? Of course, [someone] is not a Ukrainian, if he gives up his lan-
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guage, culture, history (University teacher, business Ukrainian, b. 1949, Oc-
tober 2003, in Ukrainian). 

However, again there was a somewhat unclear line between how this person 
expressed rather essentialist ideological convictions of language as a mani-
festation of a certain worldview, focusing on the role of language for identi-
fication, and that he, as he pointed out, is of Russian nationality (cf. state-
ment on p. 270).201 Yet, he talked about “we” Ukrainians and “our” ances-
tors, hence identifying as Ukrainian and as he explicitly stated in the end of 
this excerpt, one cannot be a Ukrainian if one speaks only Russian, having 
“given up language, culture and history”. He thus implied that someone may 
become Ukrainian despite ethnic origins by acquiring and paying respect to 
these features. I would say that his argument was twofold; only with knowl-
edge and use of the Ukrainian language can one “truly” identify oneself as a 
Ukrainian, but by speaking the Ukrainian language a person may identify 
oneself as a Ukrainian regardless of nationality.202 Hence, he also articulated 
thoughts on identity as practice, and as potential object of manipulation, not 
only static and inherited; one does not need to be born “Ukrainian” but one 
can become one. Here we see how the Ukrainian language became the most 
“beloved language”. It was perceived as tied to the territory, culture and 
history in a way that the Russian language cannot be; hence Russian became 
unacceptable or unsuitable in the specific role as a catalyst of a Ukrainian 
identity. The emphasis that interviewees often put on language as a main 
indicator of identity relates to what Fishman points out, that a “very common 
and relatively undemanding image is that of the language as a true reflection 
of its community” (1997:39). One reason for this is that “the beloved lan-
guage is a (or even ‘the’) mainstay of the people’s uniqueness” (ibid:40). 
Therefore, in terms of a more essentialist or ethnolinguistic ideology, the 
Ukrainian language becomes the language that is related to most of the fea-
tures of “positive ethnolinguistic consciousness” in Fishman’s terms. At the 
end of the day, this is the language that most easily lends itself to being as-
sociated with (re-)presenting the people, or even the spirit or soul (the “true 
nature”) of the Ukrainians, thus creating the necessary cultural and linguistic 
boundaries for claiming the right to separate statehood, as discussed in 
Chapter 2. Using the language may in that sense be conceived of as some-
thing of a moral issue if preserving the language equals preserving the nation 
(and, finally, the independence of the state), which I discussed in particular 

                               
201 Calling himself Russian is based upon his growing up in a Russian-speaking environment 
at a kolkhoz farm, in an ethnic Russian family, hence, according to Soviet practices he was a 
Russian by descent, not Ukrainian even though he grew up in Ukraine. 
202 A similar argument was put forward by a public servant in Kyiv who had a Georgian 
background but who nevertheless pointed to the possibility of being or becoming Ukrainian 
by using the Ukrainian language (and showing respect for the state). According to an inter-
view carried out in Kyiv April 2003, cf. Søvik (2004). 
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when examining the duty argument in Chapter 6. Yet, it still seemed that this 
kind of ideologically inspired stance was not strong enough as a motivation 
for starting to actually use the Ukrainian language, this person perhaps rep-
resenting an exception (on the other hand, his ideological convictions may 
rest upon his current language practices, thus highlighting how causality may 
be difficult to pin down).  

As has already become obvious, not all persons taking part in this study 
would endorse such a line of thinking and the language beliefs associated 
with it, and they might stress other aspects of their life stories in order to 
identify the “true Ukrainian”. One of the interviewees explained his interpre-
tation of such questions in the following way: 

I consider myself a Ukrainian patriot. Why? Because I was born in this coun-
try, I live in this country, all the time I worked /…/ for the benefit of Ukrain-
ian culture /.../ I believe that a person who lives in Canada or the USA or 
Australia, for instance, wears the Ukrainian vyshyvanka and speaks in 
Ukrainian, is not a Ukrainian patriot. Why? Because he left this country, he 
cannot live here, because it is too hard to live here now, for example. But pa-
triots are those who stayed behind, not depending on what language they use, 
who work here for the benefit of this country (University teacher, history, b. 
1963, October 2003, in Russian). 

In this excerpt this person explicitly distanced his description of being a 
Ukrainian from any ethnolinguistic ideology. His definition of what it means 
to be Ukrainian also came to match his own life and worldview to a fuller 
extent. He pre-empted a potential claim that he cannot be a real Ukrainian if 
he does not speak the language. At the same time he distanced himself from 
surface markers of identity, such as traditional clothing, referring to mem-
bers of the diaspora community dressing up in embroidered shirts as dis-
qualified to call themselves patriots. He thus distanced himself from an émi-
gré community that may be representative of things he was opposed to, such 
as “forced Ukrainianisation” and the rewriting of Ukrainian history (also cf. 
his statements discussed in Ch. 4). From other parts of the interview, it was 
clear that he was oriented towards the idea of a common eastern Slavic, Rus-
sian-Ukrainian community. To him it may have been important to point to 
what he saw as a crucial difference between those who talk and those who 
act in order to maintain an image of the hard-working patriot, determined to 
stay behind and work for the well-being of the country (contrary to those 
“wanting to get out of here as soon as possible” as discussed above). Use of 
the Ukrainian language should not be seen as crucial for proving loyalty to 
the state; quite the contrary, he did not consider this to be necessary for be-
ing Ukrainian. Whether someone should be allowed to call oneself a Ukrain-
ian (patriot) depended on the sacrifices one is willing to make. Some of the 
points that were discussed above may be summarised by examining re-
sponses to the question “In your opinion, what does it mean to be a Ukrain-
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ian citizen? Which of these aspects are in your opinion the most important?” 
as seen in Tables 9.4 and 9.5 below. What is interesting to notice here is that 
in spite of explicit mentioning of citizenship, many respondents chose re-
sponse alternatives that would be linked rather to ethnic, cultural than to 
civic, political features – perhaps indicating that far from all respondents 
conceptualised citizenship in the same way, as different from nationality – 
but rather conflated the two concepts.203

Table 9.4 What does it mean to be a Ukrainian citizen? (%) 
1. Know the Ukrainian language   63.8 
2. Live and work in Ukraine   50.9 
3. Support independence of Ukraine  47.5 
4. Know Ukrainian history   45.0 
5. Have a Ukrainian passport   40.8 
6. Work for the well-being of Ukraine   40.6 
7. Accept Ukraine’s separate history  35.6 
8. Feel as a part of the Ukrainian nation  31.0 
9. Be born in Ukraine    28.9 
10. Speak the Ukrainian language   20.9 
11. Personal activity (political, etc)  12.4 
12. Have ancestors who lived in Ukraine  11.4 
13. Be religious        5.4 
14. Other*         3.4 
Note: There were fourteen response alternatives of which the respondents could 
choose a maximum of six. Hence the total exceeds 100 percent. *Including the fol-
lowing responses: “a fight for survival”, “to be a patriot of Ukraine”, “feel inde-
pendent”, “all the above-mentioned points”, “I am obliged to love Ukraine as my 
fatherland, but not obliged to love the Ukrainian state as a structure”, “to love 
Ukraine”, “loyalty, for instance not hate Ukraine, have a desire to be citizen of 
Ukraine”, “‘negative conditions’: fight for survival”, “to have support from the state 
in which I live”, “to think in Ukrainian”, “take part in international competitions for 
Ukraine”, “know the mentality”, “vote” (in Russian), “to protect and defend 
Ukraine”, “write, create history” (in Ukrainian). N=800. 

The first table shows that knowing the Ukrainian language was chosen by 
the largest part of the respondents as an important feature of being a Ukrain-
ian citizen (63.8 percent) while speaking the language was not at all consid-
ered to be as important, chosen by 20.9 percent. In general, this listing illus-
trates that the respondents focused on many of the features that have been 
mentioned in interviews, both on those features that point to an “acceptance” 
of the Ukrainian independent state (support independence, 47.5 percent, 
know Ukrainian history, 45.0 percent and accept Ukraine’s separate history 
                               
203 Unfortunately, I asked no question without reference to being a citizen, as that would have 
made an interesting point of comparison. 

 281



40.6 percent), and “supporting” it in terms of living and working in Ukraine 
(50.9 percent) and working for the well-being of Ukraine (40.6 percent), 
whereas working politically etc. was not seen as important by many (12.4 
percent). Having a Ukrainian passport was chosen by a rather large part 
(40.8 percent), thus pointing to a “civic” rather than an “ethnic” orientation 
of citizenship (which was actually asked for) perhaps accounting for why not 
so many considered being born in Ukraine (28.9 percent) or having ancestors 
who lived in Ukraine (11.4 percent) to be important. Less than a third con-
sidered that feeling as a part of the Ukrainian nation was important to be a 
Ukrainian citizen; this was still a rather large part considering the formula-
tion of the question. 

This general picture changes somewhat when the results are broken down 
by sub-categories, but as marked in bold in Table 9.5 knowing the Ukrainian 
language and supporting Ukrainian independence were in the top five among 
all sub-categories. Yet, some differences were noticeable, marked in italics. 
The respondents in the oldest age-group were more oriented towards state-
ments about working for/in Ukraine, whereas the younger cohort put more 
emphasis on knowing the Ukrainian language and history in the first hand. 
Hence, the older generation focused on “activity” as linked to citizenship, 
while younger respondents rather conceptualised what it meant to be a citi-
zen through a grid of “cultural” markers. These results reflect what many of 
the students stated in the interviews, interlinking language, history, culture 
and independence to be important features of what it meant to them to be 
Ukrainian, perhaps indicating that the notion of the nation-state as a Ukrain-
ian state was rather prominent to them. Differences are also found among 
other sub-categories where 43.3 percent of those who defined themselves as 
Ukrainians claimed that feeling as a part of the nation is important and where 
a substantial portion put the emphasis on knowing the language (72.2 per-
cent). When it comes to self-definition, those who defined themselves as 
Ukrainians and as both Ukrainian and Russian were similar with regards to 
which aspects they put the emphasis on. Among those defining themselves 
as Russians, on the other hand, the emphasis was rather put on non-ethnic 
markers such as having a passport (50 percent) and working for the well-
being of Ukraine (45.8 percent). These thus expressed different orientations 
than those who claimed to have a mixed identity, and those with Russian as 
their home language. The only sub-category where a substantial share chose 
the alternative saying speaking the Ukrainian language (56.9 percent) was 
found among those whose home language was Ukrainian, again being the 
most, and this was also the only sub-category where aspects such as working 
for the well-being or living/working in Ukraine did not make the top five, 
hence, clearly putting more emphasis on cultural/ethnic markers in their 
conceptualisation of what it meant to be a Ukrainian citizen. 
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9.2.2 The physical appearance of Ukraine 
Some of the students discussed the question of what was to be considered 
Ukrainian. They did this in ways that made their experiences in Kharkiv 
everyday life not the “real” Ukraine; what they were surrounded with was 
not considered to represents the essence of Ukrainianness. One student ex-
pressed an idealised view of what she considered to be Ukraine, supposedly 
found in L’viv where both people and language are “beautiful”. In her ac-
count she described this Ukrainianness as almost corporeal, portraying it as 
bright, with nice manners as well as a beautiful physical appearance.  

It is such a beautiful city. There in L’vov – that is really Ukraine. All those 
buildings, the manner in which people behave /…/ In L’vov one finds the 
face of Ukraine: the way they walk, the way they speak. They don’t have any 
accent. And to us, the language there, the way it is in L’vov, to us it is like [a] 
foreign [language]. It is just so beautiful. We were walking, looking, how 
bright the people are there. And such is the language too… (Student, chore-
ography, b. 1983, October 2003, in Russian). 

She placed this Ukraine away from herself and her peers both in space and in 
time. Firstly, she talked about L’viv as the place where the face of Ukraine is 
found, a place which is geographically far away, on the other side of the 
country. Secondly, she placed a possible Ukrainian-speaking Kharkiv away 
in time by explaining that “with time” people will speak proper Ukrainian 
but claimed that her own generation was lost in that respect. Thus, being 
really Ukrainian became something more or less unattainable for her and 
others of the same age, especially when living in this part of the country. As 
a student of choreography, it might not be out of the ordinary for her to ex-
press herself in images related to bodies and movements, but similar meta-
phors were used by another student who also contrasted the mundane Rus-
sian-speaking world of everyday-Kharkiv with a more “pleasant” Ukrainian-
language world, where the Ukrainian language represents something 
“higher” and becomes more of an ideal than part of her everyday reality.204 
These statements should also be seen in contrast to the analysis in Chapter 8 
of statements where Russian was seen as representing something “higher” or 
more valuable in cultural and scientific terms. On the other hand, this may be 
more easily imagined to be part of Kharkiv everyday life and hence both 
more attainable and more “normal”. 

[In Khar’kov] the Russian language /…/ it is like everyday clothes, that is, 
you wear it to work, on the streets, when you do your [everyday] things. But 
the Ukrainian language – it is something festive, not in the meaning that it is 

                               
204 This student originates from the western-central parts of Ukraine, and is Ukrainian-
speaking, hence this way of talking may also be an expression of nostalgia for what she has 
been used to being surrounded by. 
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a holiday, but that it is more pleasant to read books in Ukrainian, to watch 
films in Ukrainian translation. Well, I don’t know, but it is like this language 
is “higher” for me… (Student, water ecology, b. 1983/84, October 2003, in 
Russian). 

Also in this quote, the language became something that was almost physical 
in that it was compared to clothing, “what you wear” when you go to work, 
etc. I find this an interesting and perceptive way of explaining the different 
roles of these two languages. Her description of language as clothing should 
be seen in the light of the quotations above, about how the Ukrainian lan-
guage was perceived as important when Ukrainians go onto the international 
arena, that they ought to “dress up” in the Ukrainian language in order to 
represent the country properly (and not dress up in someone else’s lan-
guage). On an everyday level on the other hand, Russian is quite functional, 
as are everyday clothes. From this distinction between two different roles for 
the Ukrainian and Russian languages, I will go over to discussions on the 
more complicated issue of “mixed identities”.  

9.3 Mixed identities: On learning who you are 
In discussions on the language issue, several of the students talked about 
how “it should be” in a country. This was then compared and contrasted to 
the language situation they meet every day in Kharkiv. On the one hand, as 
seen above, the idea that one should have only one language in a country or 
a state expressed by several of the students. On the other hand, Kharkiv is a 
Russian-speaking city and most interviewees were Russian-speaking in eve-
ryday life. The discrepancy between reality and ideals was explained by 
several interviewees by stressing the closeness to Russia and that many peo-
ple consider Russian as “closer” to them, (as discussed in Ch. 7 in particular, 
but also in Ch. 5 in relation to the examination of the issue concerning two 
state languages). In the quote below, both these issues are addressed. First, 
resonating some of the statements presented previously, this student claimed 
that it is important to accentuate those features she considered to distinguish 
a certain state (i.e. territory, population and language) so that it would not be 
confused with another state. As an example of this potential confusion, she 
pictured someone who comes to Ukraine and is puzzled by meeting people 
who speak Russian. From a vantage point that language use and ethnic be-
longing (as in the reference to Ukraine as “your native state, your mother-
land”) should coincide, this hypothetical person asked the most crucial ques-
tion: why would people speak Russian in Ukraine? The interviewee used this 
imagined incident as a rationale for supporting the argument that the Ukrain-
ian language ought to have more rights within the Ukrainian territory, again 
drawing upon a nation-state ideology and an assumed correspondence be-
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tween people, territory and language. As mentioned above, some of the stu-
dents would put rights of the Ukrainian language in first place, and this can 
also be seen as an instance of that perspective, stating that the normal state of 
affairs for Ukrainians would be to speak Ukrainian conforming to an ideal-
ised image of a “truly” Ukrainian state. However, the last part of the quote is 
a reminder of a more complex reality where ideological convictions are one 
thing and the practicalities of everyday life are a different matter. 

Each state is distinguished by territory, population and language. This is very 
important because, for instance, someone comes to Ukraine and everybody 
starts talking Russian. That person will say “Are you from Russia?” “No, we 
live in Ukraine.” “So why do you speak Russian if Ukraine is your native 
state, your motherland [rodina]?” [Therefore], I believe, it is necessary to 
give the Ukrainian language more rights. /…/ within the bounds of our terri-
tory. What remains difficult is the problems with the boundaries. In Khar’kov 
[there is] a border with Russia. Here, it seems to me, it is very difficult to re-
teach people to speak in Ukrainian if their grandfathers and great-
grandfathers all the time spoke Russian. They could even say: “Why do I 
have to speak in Ukrainian, if Russian is native to me?” I’m not talking about 
myself, because I consider both languages native (Student, radio physics, b. 
1985, October 2003, in Russian). 

In the second part of the quote, she turned to what she said constituting the 
actual dilemma here; the geographical closeness to Russia and the presence 
of people who consider Russian to be their native language, who come from 
generations of Russian-speakers. This quotation clearly reveals two aspects 
that were both considered important and that often were present in talk about 
language in Kharkiv. On the one hand, as Kharkiv is located in a borderland 
area; this means that Russia is close in many ways and many experienced 
this as important – as mentioned in Chapter 4, many perceived of Russia as 
familiar territory, also figuratively speaking. On the other hand, this border-
land situation may create a perceived need to emphasise the boundary in 
order to “show” that Ukraine is not the same as Russia, to create an image of 
Ukraine as something else, something unique. In this case the Ukrainian 
language may play the role of a boundary marker – as discussed above as 
well. Language use in Kharkiv thus becomes an example of a language situa-
tion where the perception of reality does not coincide with ideals that one 
may hold, where practices and beliefs are disconnected – even conflicting as 
discussed in Chapter 6. This situation may again have bearings on how one 
feels one can legitimately identify. One interviewee talked about one of his 
friends, who in contrast to himself, experienced an “ethnolinguistic” di-
lemma. 

He lives here, he grew up, his roots are from Donets’k, Donbas, from [over] 
there. His parents are ethnic Ukrainians, and for generations: Ukrainians, 
Ukrainians, Ukrainians…but he does not consider himself a Ukrainian. He 
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considers Russian his native language. But after all he cannot consider him-
self a Russian, because ethnically he is somehow not Russian. So, on the 
whole he has a problem: he can just not identify himself with anyone, not 
only not as a Ukrainian, but he can also not be a [Russian]. So, there are 
many of those, that is, the percentage [of them] in the city is fairly high (Uni-
versity teacher/PhD student in history, b. 1981, March 2005, in Russian). 

He claimed that it becomes problematic if one’s ethnic background and na-
tive language do not coincide, as one cannot identify as either-or (with a 
clear-cut Ukrainian identity or a clear-cut Russian identity). Neither did he 
see an option for his friend to identify as a Ukrainian with Russian as his 
native language; he rather held that his friend “cannot identify with anyone.” 
In an eastern Ukrainian context, this is a quite radical interpretation of what 
it means to be Ukrainian, i.e. that one should be Ukrainian-speaking and one 
should not be in doubt about one’s cultural belonging (cf. the discussion on 
mixed identities in Shulman (1998b), where he holds that there is an “eastern 
Ukrainian tendency to see Ukrainian and Russian loyalties and identities as 
compatible”). This person probably considered that this dilemma did not 
affect him, in spite of speaking Russian, since he claimed to be certain about 
his identity as a Ukrainian. He would nevertheless state Ukrainian as a native 
language and in some sense indicating his Ukrainianness (cf. Ch. 7 when he 
talked about his father (and in the end himself) having “lost” the Ukrainian 
language – it seemed it has nevertheless remained important to his self-
definition). 

I consider myself unambiguously Ukrainian, only Ukrainian. I don’t even 
know, I cannot explain that, because since childhood, already when I was lit-
tle in the Soviet Union…the indivisible fatherland and so on…I clearly knew 
that there is the Ukrainian republic, and that I am Ukrainian. Nationality eve-
rywhere said “Ukrainian” /…/ With language there is another problem. All 
the same, the city is Russian-speaking, but native [language], as I indicated 
[in the questionnaire], I consider myself Ukrainian, even though I do not 
speak it, but I consider it native. And to speak [in it] is hard for me, in princi-
ple /…/ I think and speak in Russian (University teacher/PhD student in his-
tory, b. 1981, March 2005, in Russian). 

Other interviewees also talked explicitly about how they became or were 
made aware of their identity. One interviewee explained how she had first 
learnt about her “national identity” when she was young during the Soviet 
period. Ukrainian-classes (as classes in “native language”) started in the 
second year, but one could be exempted from these. Children of military 
personnel were permitted to refuse these classes, but also otherwise one 
could get away with other excuses, for instance on medical grounds, provid-
ing a document saying “that you had bad eye sight or a bad back.” In every 
class there were children who were excused, and this person remembered 
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how she tried to get out of these classes when she was eight, seeing that so 
many other children were excused from learning Ukrainian: 

I went home and said, so half my class I excused, could I be too? Write me a 
note that you agree. Well, did I get a lesson! My dad shouted so long and so 
loudly, explaining my national identity to me, and from that time I did not 
have questions concerning learning the language – whether it is necessary or 
not. A conscious position came at university, when political changes were al-
ready coming about (Theatre director, b. 1973, August 2004, in Ukrainian). 

Yet, now Ukraine is an independent state, and what the person above learned 
at home is now part of school curriculum and moreover, reinforced by state 
institutions. One of the students discussed the issue of identification (in di-
rect reference to the questionnaire), and how nationality and the conception 
of ancestry collided with citizenship, but that to her, citizenship seemed to 
weigh most in determining “who” she is. Even though she considered her 
“roots”, and thus her “belonging”, to be Russian, she emphasised the impact 
of citizenship on her identification as a Ukrainian, because this was her daily 
experience of who she is; a Ukrainian citizen. 

One says “I feel like this and this”, because I’m like Russian but live in 
Ukraine, I am a citizen of this country /…/ But, I think that belonging [pri-
nadlezhnost’] in general comes from the roots, from ancestors, and therefore 
every person knows for herself, the genealogy /…/ So, if I have Belarusian, 
Russian [roots], of course, I write Russian, that my belonging is Russian and 
that’s it /…/ We live here, that means, I am a citizen,…and really, more in-
clined to that culture, to those events, to that country, I sympathize more with 
it, the country itself, the state. You know, I don’t know why. There’s the 
president, say, I like the president /../ And all that is daily: Ukrainian, citizen, 
feel pride in your country and so on (Student, philology, b. 1984, March 
2005, in Russian). 

When it came to language practices, some of the interviewees clearly de-
nounced claims that one should speak Ukrainian to be a true Ukrainian (cf. 
discussions above). For instance, the student cited below claimed that he 
speaks both Russian and Ukrainian fluently but that he would not accept the 
pressure to conform to the image of the “Ukrainian-speaking Ukrainian” just 
for the sake of it. He thus contested ideas holding that language is represen-
tative of or should reflect ethnicity or an ethno-cultural national identity. 
Firstly, he spoke of surzhyk as “our language” – claiming this is the language 
he dreams in – and secondly, he underlined that he would define himself as a 
Ukrainian (not as eastern Slavic or Russian and Ukrainian) but that  

I regard myself as a Ukrainian, although I want to and I do speak in Russian, 
but I regard myself as a Ukrainian. If I were asked to speak only in Ukrainian 
because I am Ukrainian, I would not agree with that opinion. Whether I want 
to speak Russian or I want to speak Ukrainian, that is my business. If it is my 
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wish to speak only Ukrainian then I will speak only Ukrainian. I regard my-
self as a Ukrainian (Student, pharmacology, b. 1980, October 2003, in Rus-
sian). 

Here, his identification as a Ukrainian and a Russian-speaker was portrayed 
as unproblematic to him. He would not agree to speak Ukrainian simply 
based on the notion that he is Ukrainian, and held that as a Ukrainian, he 
may feel just as comfortable speaking Russian. Yet, by repeating three times 
that he regards himself as a Ukrainian, however, he also signalled that he is 
aware that his stand might be considered problematic by other people. A 
similar point was made by another student, relating the question to Kharkiv 
and explaining that “Ukrainian roots” should not be seen as a prerequisite for 
demanding anyone to speak Ukrainian. Asserting that she really likes the 
Ukrainian language, she nevertheless made it clear that she has no intention 
of trying to use it. 

The thing is that many who live in Khar’kov have Ukrainian roots, but they 
do not want to speak Ukrainian. I do not want to speak Ukrainian. I, for in-
stance, like the Ukrainian language, I like the way it sounds, it is beautiful, 
but it is difficult for me to speak it (Student, architecture, b. 1985/86, October 
2003, in Russian). 

These statements could be said to be formulated as responses to the implicit 
claims that, as an ethnic Ukrainian, one should speak only the Ukrainian 
language, otherwise one is one of those who “betray the nation”, or as 
claimed in one of the quotations above, do not know who they “really are”. 
These students expressed themselves in a way that makes it clear that they 
considered themselves to be aware of who they are (as Ukrainians speaking 
Russian), but also that they are aware that others may point to their language 
use as a proof that they are not true Ukrainians or that they do not properly 
respect themselves or their nation. These students, on the other hand, tried to 
emphasise that many who have Ukrainian roots or consider themselves to be 
Ukrainians, nevertheless feel no obligation to or have no wish to speak 
Ukrainian (only). In the above discussions we also see how insecurity on the 
personal and the external level can meet in the discussion over language 
practices. On the one hand, as a dimension of geopolitical security and dis-
tancing from Russia, some maintained that it is important to support and use 
the Ukrainian language as the only language to ensure the continued exis-
tence of the nation and the state. On the other hand, along a personal dimen-
sion, also as discussed in Chapter 7, demands on an extended usage of the 
Ukrainian language – especially if based on what could be considered as 
narrow nationalistic arguments – might be regarded as threatening prospects 
from the perspective of those who speak only Russian. Hence, this potential 
conflict situation may be why the students cited above feel compelled to 
emphasise their Ukrainian identity or their sympathy towards the Ukrainian 
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language, but that they will nevertheless not be coerced into changing lan-
guage practices on ideological grounds. 

9.3.1 Language practices and personal identities 
In this section I will return to some results from the questionnaire, to exam-
ine a certain dimension of the language issue that was illustrated in answers 
to questions addressing the respondents’ linguistic practices in addition to 
language beliefs. The respondents were asked whether it matters to them 
which language they use. These questions thus represented assumptions 
about languages practices where use of more than one language would be 
considered normal. As shown in Table 9.4, responses to the statement that 
“For me it does not matter which language I use” gave that a total of 45 per-
cent agreed that the language they use matters some or very much to them, 
and 31.9 percent agreed that language use does not matter much or does not 
matter at all to them. 

Table 9.6 Does language use matter? (%) 

 Home language 
 Ukrainian Both/surzhyk Russian Total 
Language matters 53.8 36.2 47.3 45.5  
Indifferent 16.9 22.3 22.0 21.6  
Language does not matter 29.2 41.6 30.8 32.9  
Total  100  
n 65 

100  
166 

100  
546 

100  
777 

Note: The question was phrased as follows: Can you say about yourself that: “For 
me it does not matter which language I speak”? The response alternatives have been 
recoded to cover only three alternatives. See Appendix B for the original coding. 

The figures are quite similar for those with Russian and Ukrainians as their 
home language, slightly more than 50 percent of those whose home language 
was Ukrainian and slightly less than 50 percent of those with Russian as 
their home language agreed that language matters.205 This is interesting to 
notice in the light of the rather large differences between these two sub-
categories in Table 9.1 above when the question clearly addressed language 
beliefs about the necessity of a particular language for the survival of the 
nation.206 Furthermore, it is also interesting to notice that those who reported 

                               
205 According to eta-test, the differences between the categories were small (.109) and not 
significant. 
206 An examination of the same question broken down by self-defined identity gave that those 
identifying as Russian only were more prone to agree, 68.5 percent agreed fully or somewhat, 
in contrast to Ukrainian only, 50.0 percent and both 39.8 percent – indicating that those who 
identified as Russian only expressed that their identity is actually interrelated with language 
practices. 
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to speak a combination of both languages and/or surzhyk with their parents 
did not claim that the language they use is important to them to the same 
degree as those who speak Russian and, slightly more so, those who speak 
Ukrainian. It seems reasonable that those who speak two languages or a mix-
ture within the family would not consider the language(s) they use to matter 
since they are used to mixing or switching between languages. Yet, even 
though they did not claim that language use matters to them personally, a 
majority of respondents in this sub-category agreed that the future of a na-
tion is interlinked with its language (cf. Tables 9.1 and 9.2 above). Thus, this 
may point to the discrepancy between what happens in personal, everyday 
life, at the local level, and what one believes ought to be on another level, 
whether this refers to the national community or to the state. Hence, as was 
communicated during interviews as well, language beliefs that inspire people 
to claim the importance of “holding on to” a language, preserving it and 
even making people use it as a way of securing the future of the nation, fade 
somewhat away when actual language practices or more pragmatic sides to 
the language issues are addressed. So, for instance, the 53 percent of those 
whose home language is Ukrainian, who claimed that it matters to them 
which language they use, are fewer than the 81 percent of the same sub-
category agreeing that “without the Ukrainian language there can be no 
Ukrainian nation” (in Table 9.1 above). 

Other questions that addressed perceptions concerning a link between 
language and identity asked the respondents to consider whether the Russian 
and Ukrainian languages are an important part of them as an individual. This 
question referred to language as linked to identity on an individual level 
rather than on a national collective level. This question can also be seen as 
an indication of the degree to which “mixed identities” may be expressed, 
i.e. that respondents consider both Ukrainian and Russian languages to be 
important. Of the total, 56.4 percent of the respondents claimed that the Rus-
sian language constitutes an important or very important part of their person-
ality, whereas 36 percent of the respondents said that the Ukrainian language 
constitutes an important or very important part of their personality. Hence, a 
rather substantial part of the respondents declared that the Russian language 
“is closer to them” as some of the interviewees expressed it. One in four 
declared that Russian is an important part of their personality and that 
Ukrainian is unimportant to them in that respect. In the opposite corner in 
the table below, only 7.2 percent said that the Ukrainian language is an im-
portant part of their personality and that Russian is not. Yet, there was also a 
quite large part of the respondents who claimed that none of the languages 
are important parts of their personality, 11.2 percent. 
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Table 9.7 Language as part of personality (%, total) 
 Ukrainian 

important 
Neither/nor Ukrainian 

unimportant 
Total 

Russian important 22.9 8.2 25.3 56.4  
Neither/nor 5.9 15.5 2.8 24.2  
Russian unimportant 7.2 1.0 11.2 19.4  
Total 36.0 24.7 39.3 100 (n=794) 
Note: The question was phrased as follows: Can you say about yourself: “The 
[Ukrainian/Russian] language is an important part of my personality”? The response 
alternatives have been recoded to cover only three alternatives. See Appendix B for 
the original coding. Gamma = .034. 

However, more than one in five considered both languages to be important. 
Among all respondents 22.9 percent claimed that both the Russian and the 
Ukrainian languages are important or rather important parts of their person-
ality. When the analysis is conducted according to sub-categories, the re-
spondents that said that both languages are important were found for the 
most part in the categories of home language both languages (30.4 percent), 
Russian” (28.1 percent)207, of self-definition both Ukrainian and Russian 
(27.4 percent) and of age 18-24 (26.2 percent). Thus within these categories 
many did not link either of the languages to their personality. This may be 
seen as a way of expressing mixed identities by stating that both languages 
may equally be considered part of their personalities. Most of these sub-
categories also encompassed a quite high percentage of respondents that 
were indifferent or who claimed that none of the languages were an impor-
tant part of their personalities. This shows again that for many among these 
respondents the language issue may not be a “personal” issue in the sense 
that they consider one of the two languages to constitute part of their person-
ality – even though they may be passionate about language questions when 
discussing it on a more abstract or ideological level. 

9.4 Conclusion 
In this chapter I have examined language beliefs and how these have been 
interlinked with issues concerning identity, image and ideological convic-
tions. It seemed that the formula of “one nation, one state, one language” 
was quite acceptable to the younger ones among the interviewees, thus in 
some sense embracing a nation-state ideology focusing on the role of the one 
language. Of course, one reason may be that they have lived most of their 
lives in an independent Ukraine where Ukrainian has been the only state 
language, and, I believe, the role of the educational system as an agent of 
socialisation has been important, as pointed out in Chapter 4. Despite the 

                               
207 For comparison, “home language: Ukrainian” (12.2 percent). 
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extensive presence of the Russian language in their lives, in the conscious-
ness of many of the students, Ukrainian has assumed a (relatively) undis-
puted role as the language of their nation and their state, at least this was 
how they related to it in the interview situation. This can also be seen as a 
way of presenting an image of Ukraine, in this specific situation they formu-
lated and/or reproduced beliefs about how things “ought” to be. As I pointed 
out earlier, these beliefs were not necessarily consistent with their own lan-
guage practices. Rather, these beliefs were consistent with how interviewees 
articulated certain ideologies concerning the role of language (as I also dis-
cussed in Ch. 6 on the concepts of duty and loyalty) and the conflict between 
ideals and practicalities. This thus illustrates that somehow these students 
have engaged (positively) with certain elements of language beliefs, which 
imply the role of the “one language” and the perceived naturalness of having 
just one language in a certain state, at least as an emblem of that state and the 
nation within its bounds.  

My analysis revealed that there were conflicting perceptions concerning 
whether language practices, focusing on the Ukrainian language, and inheri-
tance are essential feature of being Ukrainian, or whether language practices 
are considered less important, and working and “staying behind” are most 
important in deciding who is to be considered Ukrainian. This examination 
also further illustrated the conflicting relationship between ideals and reali-
ties, or beliefs and practice, and how this has an impact on discussions about 
“who we are” and how to deal with the issue of identity formation in an area 
of “mixed identities”. At the same time that it was perceived of as important 
to present an outward image of Ukraine as truly Ukrainian, at the everyday 
level, the Russian language has an important place in the interview-
ees/respondents’ lives. This is what some of the interviewees have pointed to 
by, on the one hand, talking about Russian as the “language one was born 
with” or “learned from birth”. The Ukrainian language was talked about as 
the national language, connected to the independent state, Ukrainian history 
and culture. The educational system, an important agent in the nation-
building processes, has been pointed out as central. Yet, the students inter-
viewed were not content with an image of a weak and victimised Ukraine, as 
this may not instil and form the basis of a strong and positive identity. Many 
of the interviewees considered that language and culture, and respect for 
these features as part of their “Ukrainianness” depend on the state (and the 
image of the state both internally and externally), and at the same time that 
the Ukrainian nation depends on language and culture, as a way of preserv-
ing and expressing what is “really” Ukrainian. Thus, a possible tension is not 
merely an issue that concerns different social groups, but also individuals 
and levels of language policy, whether one refers to the local/regional or the 
national/international level. Thus, discussions on identity as related to lan-
guage practices and whether one may identify as a Russian-speaking Ukrain-
ian revealed the differing responses to ideologies holding the linguistic ho-
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mogeneity of the nation-state as a model. In many cases, the Ukrainian lan-
guage will be considered the “most beloved language” since this is con-
ceived of as what represents the Ukrainian nation, but at the same time this 
will not be argued at all costs when one’s own personal experiences and 
local context are taken into account. 
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10 Concluding remarks 

     We are Ukrainians, you and I. You and 
     I are of one blood, red. And everyone around 
     us is also Ukrainian. Even the one who asks 
     “Kak dela?” is a Ukrainian too. But he does 
     not understand that (TNMK, Are U UA?). 

 
 
 

In this thesis I have examined language policy, conceptualised as language 
practices, language beliefs, and language management (Spolsky 2004), 
within an analytical framework focusing on motivation in language policy 
(Ager 2001). This constituted the field of inquiry and provided a vantage 
point for an examination of a society undergoing change, and how the popu-
lation’s perceptions of these changes can be analysed and described through 
a study of their language practices, beliefs and management and the interplay 
between these aspects. It can be assumed that language policy will be “moti-
vated by efforts to secure or maintain interests, material or nonmaterial or 
both” (Cooper 1989:183) accounting for a focus on motivation, notably the 
seven specific motives identified in Ager (2001). Each of the motives I have 
examined in this thesis relates to aspects that are interlinked with social, 
political or economic change and potential conflict. These relations encom-
pass issues that I have discussed throughout the thesis such as mobility and 
instrumentality; unity and integration; discrimination, insecurity and inequal-
ity; and stereotypes, identity, image and ideology. I have demonstrated that 
an approach focusing on motivation in relation to language policy has 
proved fruitful for an investigating of how language conflict is not about 
language, but rather about social positions, interests and value systems (cf. 
Bilaniuk 2005). 

One aim of the thesis was to demonstrate how a combination of methods 
can be used in order to capture and describe variation in responses to this 
specific language situation. The different sources of information and meth-
ods of collecting information have yielded varying, overlapping, confirming 
and disagreeing information, providing me with answers to the other re-
search questions. Individual interviews gave the possibility of going deeper 
into single person’s stories, giving them space and time to elaborate on what 
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they considered important. This allowed them to formulate their interpreta-
tions of the language situation and changes in society, and to discuss how 
they experienced that this affected them personally. The group interviews 
clearly demonstrated the value of the group dynamic, where a number of 
issues were brought up through discussions that I as an outsider and as a 
researcher may not have asked about or challenged the interviewees to deal 
with. This method was useful also in discovering disagreements and contra-
dictions in the way people express and explain themselves to others, demon-
strating how practices and beliefs are not coherent and consistent – and that 
they should not be expected to be. Thus, an advantage with group interviews 
in comparison with in-depth individual interviews, and what distinguishes 
these different kinds of methods, was that one might get into group discus-
sions and uncover contradictions, conflicting perceptions or opposing senti-
ments in society more easily. The questionnaire was used to assess broader 
and more general tendencies among and between certain categories, for in-
stance profiling language use in certain contexts, specifying “knowledge” 
about language use in general or examining whether there were consistent 
patterns of language-related stereotypes. This method allowed for “forcing” 
people to assess or speculate more exactly about the same kind of questions 
that were discussed in broader terms during interviews. The questionnaire 
was also used to examine further the discrepancy between stated intentions 
and actual practices. 

I find that the different kinds of methods have been mutually reinforcing 
in underscoring both regularities and contradictions in the material, in accor-
dance with the strengths and weaknesses of each method. By combining 
methods, I find that I have had more extensive possibilities of examining the 
spread and frequency of certain attitudes, and at the same time probing into 
underlying explanations for and rationales behind the stated attitudes. This 
provided me with an opportunity of also discussing inconsistencies or ambi-
guities, thus avoiding the construction of a uniform or homogeneous picture 
of what I conceive of as a highly complex situation. This relates to how atti-
tudes are not constant and stable and may depend on context. Moreover, 
attitudes do not necessarily translate into practices. In other words, practices 
and beliefs are not consistent; people say one thing and do something else. 
For instance, respondents and interviewees alike claimed that it is generally 
important to use Ukrainian, but when their own practices were scrutinised it 
turned out that they nevertheless used Russian to a high degree. By employ-
ing different kinds of methods I have been able to add to previous research 
within several fields. I also believe that the single-site study is a valuable 
complement to comparative studies. I will argue that this illustrates how one 
may show that the Ukrainian “east” is not uniform or homogeneous, which 
might become a postulation more easily when the emphasis is put on re-
gional differences and large-scale investigations. Actually, in this case varia-
tion has been even more pronounced than expected, and I believe this is one 
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of the central findings. This is especially important with respect to discus-
sions on social and political changes and how such changes may influence 
processes of identity formation. Furthermore, I believe it is also important 
with respect to research on Ukraine and examinations of regional differ-
ences, as this study has shown that variation must be assumed also within 
regions and that there may be complex patterns of overlapping and contra-
dictory attitudes to change. 

Another aim was to examine how the role of language(s) in a society un-
dergoing change are understood and described by the population. I found 
that this could be answered by examining how people in Kharkiv describe, 
explain and rationalise language policy in the context of changes in society. 
In order to analyse this I have discussed how people in Kharkiv explained 
their views on the roles and purposes of the Ukrainian and Russian lan-
guages at present, but also how perceptions of past and future were interre-
lated with descriptions of the current language situation. This also showed 
that the three components of language policy – language practices, language 
beliefs and language management – were not necessarily interrelated and 
consistent, and I will return to this below. By employing a modified version 
of Ager’s (2001) analytical framework I have been able to highlight the use-
fulness of an examination of motivation in language policy, with a specific 
focus on individuals. Since one of the aims was to explore and discuss varia-
tion, it is important to point out that none of the motives examined were 
reductionist or one-dimensional, thus concealing complexity and diversity. 
For instance, identity spans from a collective, state-induced identity to per-
sonal identities based on memberships in social groups. Learning a language 
was related to the motive of instrumentality, and may be a result of state-
sanctioned language policies promoting a certain language, but it can also 
result from an individual’s wish to be able to get by in a specific situation. 
Insecurity may refer to collective insecurity in terms of perceived threats to a 
collective identity or culture as well as insecurity on the state level due to the 
geopolitical situation. It can also refer to an individual’s fear of losing an 
income, or feeling threatened by the prospect of becoming culturally and 
linguistically assimilated or marginalised. The motive of inequality, in terms 
of perceived discrimination, proved to be highly relative and dependent on 
the individual vantage point. As pointed out in Chapter 8, the designation of 
objects of (perceived) discrimination, ridicule or prejudice is variable and 
context-dependent. At this point it also becomes clear how these motives 
overlap and are interlinked with potential conflict; insecurity may occur be-
cause of perceived inequality or supposed threats to identity, and may thus 
create a conflictual situation and hostility towards the social group that is 
perceived as representing a threat. The conceptualisation of identity may be 
conflicting on an individual level if a person finds it difficult to combine, 
say, a national Ukrainian civic identity with a regional, ethnic Russian one, 
thus creating obstacles to integration. A stand originating in certain ideolo-
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gies, or rather, ideological convictions may prove to be in conflict with ac-
tual practices, thus creating inconsistencies between beliefs and practices. 

The analysis of these discussions then helped me answer a third research 
question asking which kinds of conflict can be identified in and extracted 
from discussions on the role of language in society. In this thesis I have dis-
cussed not only potential conflict between groups or individuals, but also 
how individuals may struggle with internal conflict. This is another piece of 
evidence of the fruitfulness in combining methods as this could also make 
observable potential conflict dimensions, not least with the help of group 
interviews and individual interviews but also through the questionnaire. 
Conflict can be conceptualised in the most diverse ways; as internal and 
individual, between ideals and reality, between being pragmatic and idealis-
tic, between the state and the individual, between groups such as “eastern-
ers” and others, authorities and intellectuals, young and old, and also en-
compassing a tension concerning how to act on different levels (interna-
tional, state and local). The aim of demonstrating how the concepts of con-
flict and change could be successfully used when studying language policy 
on the micro level was thus attained by identifying various kinds of conflict. 
This revealed outcomes such as compromises, pragmatic solutions and flexi-
bility in relation to how one copes with or relates to social change. It is im-
perative to highlight the point that I did not conceive of language per se as 
the source of conflict; language may become conflicted when it represents 
challenges to the power of certain group(s). Thus, it is crucial not to lose 
sight of the fact that it was not actually the fate of the Ukrainian and Russian 
languages that has been under examination here, but rather how these lan-
guages were associated with their speakers, with certain social groups or 
social positions. This included how the languages may be associated with 
resistance towards or endorsement of certain ideas; how power struggles and 
competition over legitimacy, status, resources and rights were seen as inter-
linked with usage of one or the other language; how changes in political, 
social and legal structures were manifest in attitudes towards languages and 
the use of these. I do not wish to argue that the interaction of speakers of 
different language varieties necessarily leads to conflict or that these con-
flicts cannot be managed. Moreover, I do not believe that language conflict 
must entail a shift from one language to another, the loss of one language to 
another language; it can also entail a shift from one language to several oth-
ers or produce more perceptive language policies with regards to several 
groups in society. 

The points I have discussed concerning issues such as integration, identity 
and ideology also interrelates with Eriksen’s (1992:315) observation that the 
“nation-state represents itself through nationalist ideology; that is, an ideol-
ogy proclaiming the essential cultural unity of all its citizens. It is not diffi-
cult to understand, therefore, that serious conflicts may arise if many of the 
citizens do not regard themselves as being culturally represented in the state 
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– in other words, that the dominant nationalism is not an ideology with 
which they identify”. Ukrainian society has gone through major changes 
since independence in 1991. How did the persons taking part in this study 
relate to the vast transformations in contemporary Ukrainian society, and 
what could be said about how these changes have impacted identity forma-
tion in this part of the population? Thus, one issue concerned how people in 
Kharkiv, a Russian-speaking, eastern Ukrainian city, related to current iden-
tity politics and nation-building processes which have made Ukrainian the 
only state language, promoted a new historiography, and set out to delineate 
the Ukrainian nation from the Russian. My aim was that in approaching 
these issues as well, this study might add to previous research on state- and 
nation-building in post-Soviet Ukraine and the responses of the Ukrainian 
population to social and political changes, here examined through the prism 
of language policy. I will discuss the general findings of the thesis in the 
following, by discussing the answers to the research questions in a more 
integrated manner. 

10.1 The dual context of the national and the local 
The issues under investigation have been located within a dual context of the 
newly independent Ukrainian state and the eastern Ukrainian city Kharkiv as 
the interviewees and respondents related to both of these dimensions. This 
has proven interesting and fruitful in that we have gained further insights 
about how people talk about, relate to and, to some degree, cope with, 
changes relating to both a national and a local context. In this particular 
situation, many everyday experiences can be described as in conflict – but 
not necessarily leading to actual conflict – as I have argued, conflict and 
conflicting standpoints may just as well be found within the single individ-
ual, rather than mainly between social groups. As I have demonstrated in the 
analysis, conflicts may arise when the local and the national are contrasted, 
or when ideals and realities meet and are negotiated. For instance if what one 
holds as an ideal is not consistent with how one acts, or if various elements 
of self-identity are experienced as difficult to conceptualise as constituting a 
whole. Yet, in spite of these possible conflicting situations, there is no doubt 
these persons also coped with such inconsistencies; one way was precisely to 
distinguish between practices on a local, everyday level, in Russian-speaking 
Kharkiv, and what ought to be the practices related to the national or interna-
tional level, the Ukrainian nation or state. As an additional dimension to this, 
several respondents also distinguished between what should be the responsi-
bility of the state and what should be demanded of themselves as individuals, 
or as I will return to below, what could be demanded of representatives of 
the state in contrast to “ordinary” citizens. I believe this examination has 
shed some light on how the population in an eastern Ukrainian city relate to 
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the Ukrainian national idea, the processes of state-and nation building and 
ideals of a culturally and linguistically homogeneous nation-state, at the 
same time adjusting this to their own experiences. 

I did not discern one single way of approaching these issues. The inter-
viewees and respondents demonstrated great variation in their understand-
ings of, descriptions of and attitudes towards the current language situation. 
Whereas a few explicitly dismissed attempts at “forced Ukrainianisation”, 
and another few not only welcomed but also demanded stricter state policies 
in the area of language management, a large majority were conflicted in their 
general attitudes towards the situation as well as how to solve it. One the one 
hand, it was argued, Ukrainian as the state language would be the only rea-
sonable solution in order to consolidate the Ukrainian nation and secure its 
future; on the other hand, it was also claimed that in cities such as Kharkiv, it 
would be most reasonable to let people use the Russian language since this 
language is “closer to” people in this area. This point is interesting as it illus-
trated how loyalties to the state and nation on the one hand, and to the local 
community on the other hand, overlap. It was clear, however, that supra-
national loyalties were not very pronounced among these interviewees. Even 
though they considered that it was important to be allowed to use the Rus-
sian language and considered that the Russian language has a natural place 
in this part of the country, in general this was said to make them no less 
“Ukrainian” or less loyal to the Ukrainian nation. This was especially so 
with respect to the younger interviewees. This is interesting in that it demon-
strates to what degree these young eastern Ukrainians have internalised the 
message about the uniqueness of the Ukrainian nation and how this unique-
ness must be related to the Ukrainian language, culture and traditions. At the 
same time, however, it seemed that in the minds of some of these students, 
the Ukrainian state has so far not proven to be worthy of their commitment. 
They thus distinguished between the idea about the benevolent state safe-
guarding the bounds of their nation and the actual practices of current state 
institutions and politicians, leaving much to be desired in terms of practical 
politics improving people’s lives and thus also protecting a Ukrainian na-
tional collective. 

One dimension of variation in attitudes to state politics related to the mo-
tives of identity and image. This was discussed extensively in interviews and 
illuminated a practice of self-identification in the meeting with the “Other”. 
That is, being Ukrainian or presenting one-self as a Ukrainian seemed to be 
more important in certain settings than in others. The material from inter-
views showed that several of the respondents saw it as important to prove, so 
to speak, one’s Ukrainianess in the meeting with outsiders (especially Rus-
sians) but that at home, in Kharkiv, this did not matter. Thus, being Ukrain-
ian was not necessarily a salient identity in one’s everyday interaction with 
other people in Kharkiv. This distinction between the local and the na-
tional/international is important in that it had an impact on attitudes to the 

 300



language issue, and also whether or when one would emphasise one’s 
“Ukrainianness” or the “mixed identities” in this region, being in some sense 
both Ukrainian and Russian.  

10.2 Ideals and practicalities – what could be considered 
reasonable? 

One major theme that has emerged and recurred throughout the analysis 
concerned the issue of ideals versus practicalities, not least conflicting per-
ceptions of how the current language situation should be described, under-
stood and acted upon. Variation was found in attitudes towards language 
regulations, support of state language management and what demands 
should be put on representatives of Ukraine – whether as state employees or 
as Ukrainian citizens. In general, many would agree that as a Ukrainian citi-
zen one has a duty to know the Ukrainian language, albeit not necessarily to 
use it, with the exception of those acting as representatives of Ukraine, espe-
cially in the “international arena”. Differences in attitudes to such issues 
depended to some degree on age, but also on self-defined identity, as well as 
language competence. The latter points demonstrate that this may thus be 
related to perceptions of threat to personal integrity and identity, and to so-
cial and cultural values. From what was expressed in the interviews, one 
may say that people were not content with the current situation, but that the 
grounds for discontent depended on how they interpreted this situation. 
Some were not content because they believed the Ukrainian culture, lan-
guage and its users were discriminated against and in some sense coerced 
into conforming to a Russian-speaking society. Others were not content be-
cause they felt threatened by measures of forced Ukrainianisation, demands 
for the usage of Ukrainian that may ultimately force them out of the jobs, 
and because they believed part of their culture was being forced out of 
Ukrainian society. As I examined in Chapter 7, on the theme of insecurity 
and fear of cultural loss (cf. Janmaat 2000, Arel 1995a), this may be related 
to an element of fear of losing one’s cultural capital if there are excessively 
rapid changes coming, and if these changes threaten to destabilise social and 
cultural hierarchies in favour of other social groups. 

Between these two points of view, however, many of the interviewees and 
respondents nevertheless seemed rather at ease with the current situation. 
Part of the reason could be that people would not want to upset a kind of 
“working status quo”. Outcomes of potential reforms would be uncertain, as 
these could either introduce Russian as a second state language or back the 
Ukrainian language further in its current position as the only state language. 
At the same time another recurrent theme concerned incentives, how and 
why measures should or should not be taken in order to change the situation, 
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as discussed in Chapter 6. An argument several of the younger interviewees 
put forth concerning the need for more incentives for using Ukrainian was 
opposed by others. This opposition may be related to a resistance to changes, 
even aiming at obstructing a development in which opportunities would be 
linked to another language than the one these persons were confident with. I 
find that this part of the language issue relates to Mitchell’s (2005) typology 
of supporters, accelerators, resisters and restorers, which may influence, lead 
or hamper further change. Arguments that could be associated to “restorers” 
were infrequent, but within academia some were concerned with preserving 
the Russian language as the so to speak most suitable language in this 
sphere, what I consider an expression of a strong form of resistance. “Accel-
erators” also formed a minority of the voices. Some would actually argue for 
harder measures, but even in those cases often restricting the scope or the 
objects of these measures, thus not encompassing all Ukrainian citizens. 
“Supporters”, on the other hand, seemed to form a majority, but here the 
conflict between ideals and practices became particularly apparent in that 
one might declare one’s support of the rationale behind changes, but not 
incorporate this in one’s own practices. Hence, a pragmatic balance was 
found between endorsing certain ideals but not acting upon them. Also, be-
ing supportive of state policies that mainly promote the Ukrainian language 
did not mean that one would be supportive of curtailing the use of Russian or 
agree that language practices in general should switch from Russian to 
Ukrainian, as discussed in Chapter 5 and Chapter 6 in particular. 

10.3 Discussing support and resistance 
The empirical material that has been analysed in this thesis has demonstrated 
that individuals who identify strongly with certain social groups (notably 
“Ukrainian-speakers” or “Russian self-identity”), may feel that their group’s 
status is being questioned. In post-Soviet Ukraine a feeling of historical un-
fairness and that one should have a right to correct this, e.g. reverse linguis-
tic Russification, has been supported with evidence that this situation is 
changeable since the Ukrainian language has been granted the status of state 
language, history books have been rewritten, the curriculum in schools has 
changed (Wanner 1998, Janmaat 2000). On the other hand, for those who 
identify strongly with a Russian-language culture the new situation may 
make them perceive this current situation as unfair, as they believe they are 
being subjected to “forced Ukrainianisation”. Those opposing a Ukrainian 
national idea could certainly also have ideas about an alterative scenario, i.e. 
by granting Russian the status as a second state language, by closer coopera-
tion with Russia, or by supporting ideas that advocate pan-Slavic or east 
Slavic commonality. Here, the issues of LHRs and how to conceptualise 
bilingualism in society also entered the discussions as the question of rights 
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and obligations was also touched upon. Yet, instead of identifying two clear-
cut antagonistic groups in the material, I found that both of these stands were 
represented by minorities – rather, the majority was represented by the 
“pragmatics” as discussed above. Still, support and resistance emerged as 
important themes in the material, and I will therefore discuss these issues in 
some further detail. 

As stated above, some persons would wish for stricter language regulation 
in order to secure the position of the Ukrainian language and Ukrainian-
speakers, whereas others found it more reasonable to comply with what they 
considered to be the actual situation and accept the usage of Russian on par 
with the Ukrainian language, also de jure. In the Kharkiv context, this may 
also be related to the City Council’s attempts at making Russian a legally 
sanctioned working language in the city. By ensuring that this becomes real-
ity, the incentives for learning (and using) Ukrainian will be diminished. Of 
course, incentives will not disappear since the language may be needed in 
other contexts, but then these incentives may be restricted to a smaller circle 
of people. Furthermore, the cultural, symbolic and in the end, economic, 
capital that is linked to Russian language competence will be less threatened 
by demands for competence in another language. In the general Ukrainian 
context, the same logic may be found behind politics of strengthening the 
Ukrainian language, as this will strengthen the cultural and economic capital 
of those who masters the Ukrainian language. This will provide them with 
opportunities, not least if political power and certain positions (for instance 
in government service) were reserved for those with full competence in 
Ukrainian. As the examples of political figures have shown, Ukrainian may 
be learnt (to different degrees) in order to give authenticity to professional 
roles, e.g. as president or prime minister and thus as representatives of the 
Ukrainian state. 

If fluency in Ukrainian were to become a requirement for certain posi-
tions, it would of course give priority to those who already master the lan-
guage. Moreover, this issue concerned not only economic or political power 
as such; it was also a question of symbolic power and cultural capital – 
whose competence will be considered most valuable? Hence, such struggles 
for having one’s own linguistic competence count are examples of the con-
flict and competition that may arise between different social groups, and are 
indicative for the nonlinguistic goals that are found underneath conflict over 
language. This issue has been related to several of the persons interviewed 
for this study since they have professions that make them more exposed both 
to demands on language change and to negative reactions towards “bad lan-
guage”, for instance. These observations thus interlink with the discussion in 
Chapter 6 on the fear of appearing ridiculous. Yet, as was discussed in Chap-
ter 8 on language-related stereotypes, “ridicule” was not necessarily associ-
ated with the Ukrainian language per se. Even though there was a quite clear 
pattern of stereotyping where Ukrainian was associated with the rural envi-
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ronment and Russian with the urban environment, no clear patterns emerged 
where Ukrainian was linked solely with negative features and Russian with 
positive features. In terms of dichotomies such as past/future, old/young, 
non-educated/educated I did not observe any clear-cut patterns, which might 
have been expected due to the current strong position of the Russian lan-
guage in this city, as well as the historical background of the current lan-
guage situation as outlined in Chapters 3 and 4. 

In several instances, the Ukrainian language came to symbolise the 
changes that elicited resistance or support, and I believe that attitudes to 
language regulations depended on a person’s general outlook on social and 
political changes. Acceptance of and compliance with what some believed 
should constitute current state management, supporting the Ukrainian lan-
guage, could be based on the interpretation of changes as not so threatening. 
This could be either because one felt confident in one’s language compe-
tence, did not feel targeted, or because one agreed with the proposed meas-
ures, in other words, accepted underlying beliefs or ideas. Supporting meas-
ures that would promote the ingroup and boost the identity of members of 
that social group could relate to an acceptance of certain politics that were 
conceived of as creating or maintaining a positive identity. For instance, 
some regarded state regulations positively, as a way of strengthening the 
status of the Ukrainian language and subsequently the Ukrainian nation; this 
would supposedly support “national unity”, and in the end of the day gener-
ate “pride” in being a Ukrainian in the general population, as discussed in 
Chapter 9. Conversely, when examining the notion of bilingualism and the 
issue of discrimination, non-acceptance of certain underlying ideologies (in 
this case of giving the Ukrainian more room through state support and lan-
guage regulations, affirmative action directed at the Ukrainian language) and 
acceptance of others (the principle of individual linguistic rights, policies of 
laissez-faire in the domain of state language management) could translate 
into resistance, whether passive or active, towards such regulations, as seen 
in Chapter 7. 

The theme of resistance could also be analysed by linking this discussion 
to one theme that I examined in Chapter 9; the questions concerning who 
may be considered Ukrainian or who constitutes the Ukrainian nation. If one 
interprets Ukrainianness and the nature of the Ukrainian nation as relying on 
the assumed importance of the Ukrainian language, then acceptance or com-
pliance with state regulations could be an expected outcome. Yet, if one does 
not perceive of the Ukrainian nation to be “naturally” unilinguistically 
Ukrainian, but define it as a Russian-Ukrainian bicultural, bilingual commu-
nity, then this provides rationale to resist linguistic and cultural Ukrainiani-
sation. This may then translate into a refusal to take part in a process that is 
considered to be “forced Ukrainianisation”, a process which turns the nation 
into something it is not or should not become, cf. comments on this as “go-
ing against traditions” in Chapter 4. Thus, some interviewees opposed state 
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regulations on the basis that they interpreted such regulations as “forced 
Ukrainianisation” and as pressure from the state exerted on particular groups 
in society. 

10.4 The generational dimension 
Persons belonging to the younger age category could have been expected to 
hold somewhat different attitudes to the Ukrainian state and the role of the 
Ukrainian language than their older compatriots. Still, the general positive 
attitudes among the younger respondents and interviewees, and the way they 
reproduced ideas concerning the ideally linguistically homogeneous nation-
state were to some degree unexpected. One interesting point was that these 
persons were mainly Russian-speaking in daily life. Their language practices 
were clearly not necessarily influenced by their language beliefs. Hence, by 
probing into their reasoning around the language issue, a highly complex 
picture concerning language practices and beliefs emerged, as in many cases 
stated beliefs did not coincide with practices, but on the other hand, the oc-
casionally strongly stated beliefs also differed from persons who were 
somewhat older. This generational dimension may be explained to some 
degree with how memories of the late 1980s and early 1990s could have had 
an effect on the older generation. One interviewee exemplified with her ex-
periences from the beginning of the 1990s when the atmosphere was very 
pro-Ukrainian and many held high hopes for the future. She engaged with a 
recurrent theme of disillusion that I have heard from several of the older 
generation. People who felt committed to “Ukraine” and the idea of an inde-
pendent Ukraine wanted to prove this, among others by learning and using 
Ukrainian. This may also have been seen as a way of taking back or restor-
ing what had been forbidden during Soviet times. This period is usually 
dated to the early 1990s, and the tide is said to have turned around mid-
1990s, when people became aware that life would not get instantly better, 
and became disappointed with politicians, reforms and measures that were 
associated with Ukrainian independence. This may have added to a feeling 
of resistance towards the politicians and state authorities in general and to-
wards measures such as “forced Ukrainianisation” in particular. This may 
further have fuelled resistance towards the Ukrainian language, since it has 
become such a powerful symbol of Ukrainian independence, value reorienta-
tions, and orientations towards Europe, such as seeking membership in the 
European Union or NATO. This included a distancing from the Soviet past, 
which after all constitutes a large part of many older Ukrainians’ personal 
experiences (Wanner 1998) but also a distancing from further cooperation 
with Russia or the CIS. This may thus have added to an emphasis on resis-
tance towards change, or in some cases, a wish for restoration – if not of the 
Soviet Union as such, at least with respect to an east Slavic brotherhood – 
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closer cooperation with Russia. The students, on the other hand, did not ex-
perience the euphoria and the following disillusion in the early 1990s in the 
same way, and the lack of this experience may thus have made them more 
open to embracing stricter language regulations and more support for the 
Ukrainian language. They also seemed less inclined to embrace the idea of 
eastern Slavic unity, and focused more on Ukrainian independence and 
“unity of the nation”. Therefore, in general, they more often expressed them-
selves as supporters of change, or even, in some cases as the discussed in 
Chapter 6, as accelerators, demanding stricter language management. Then 
again, the period in which this study took place, autumn 2003–spring 2005, 
in many ways was a period of special events with the 2003 “Tuzla crisis”, 
the 2004 presidential elections which may have accentuated the dichotomous 
picture of Ukraine, not only among foreign commentaries but also in the 
Ukrainian population, and the unforeseen Orange Revolution following the 
first round of the elections. These events may have heightened certain senti-
ments in the general population, not least regarding expectations on the fu-
ture making also the language issue seem more decisive – and perhaps hav-
ing more of an impact on the younger generation.  

10.5 General implications 
An examination of language policy on the micro level, related to the every-
day experiences of Ukrainians has proven to be a highly interesting case. 
Ukraine does not constitute a unique case with respect to conflicting percep-
tions of language practices, language beliefs and language management, but 
some dimensions are more accentuated and perhaps more to the point here. 
Firstly, the closeness and the common history of Ukrainians and Russians 
and of the Ukrainian and Russian languages represent one important factor. 
Secondly, the fact that this is the first period of actual long-lasting Ukrainian 
state independence represents another important factor. Thirdly, the impact 
of international norms and emphasis on the rhetoric of linguistic human 
rights represents a third factor. Furthermore, the disagreement between cen-
tral and local authorities creates an additional important frame to this par-
ticular study. Hence, this creates some specific conditions concerning change 
and conflict that are not general or not so evident in other cases. Still, I be-
lieve this study may be of interest not only to scholars interested in Ukraine, 
but also to scholars interested in identity politics, the reception of and re-
sponse to state policies among different segments of the population – espe-
cially concerning issues such as language conflict, (minority) rights, regional 
versus national identities, nation-building processes, and motivations and 
attitudes related to language practices, language beliefs and language man-
agement on the level both of the state and the individual. I thus believe that 
this study has further demonstrated the importance and value of focusing on 
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the micro level and the individuals’ motivation in language policy, not re-
stricting this research to a focus on the state, bounded ethnic groups or socio-
economic and political elites, e.g. authorities who have the power and possi-
bilities to induce and implement changes. 

Certain trends emerged in the material – some of them stronger than ex-
pected – such as generally positive attitudes to the role of the Ukrainian lan-
guage as the state and national language, a discrepancy between ideals and 
practices, and the younger persons as emerging more as “supporters” and the 
older persons more as “resisters”. Still, it is not evident that these results can 
be generalised to all big cities in Ukraine, to big cities in eastern Ukraine or 
to eastern Ukraine in general. This, I believe, is something that is worthy of 
future studies. What would investigations in cities like Donets’k, Luhans’k 
or Odesa yield? Would they show similar tendencies, or would there be 
markedly different degrees of support and resistance throughout the south-
eastern part of Ukraine? It would also be interesting to compare these find-
ings with findings from studies of other parts of the population. Here I have 
focused on people with higher education, how would people in other posi-
tions and life situations respond? Also, instead of focusing on ethnic Rus-
sians or Russian-speakers as constituting specific groups in eastern Ukraine, 
it would be fruitful to further examine all possible shades of “Ukrainian-
ness”, and analyse how this is conceptualised in relation to language, culture, 
citizenship, or nationality. I also believe that research combining qualitative 
and quantitative methods should be encouraged in this area, as this approach 
may both broaden and deepen our knowledge of the particular cases under 
examination. Also, as any language situation is far from static but constantly 
undergoing change, depending on domestic as well as international political 
developments, this topic will always be relevant because through examina-
tions of it we gain insights into how individuals take part in, adjust to and 
cope with changes. Furthermore, because of the scope of the thesis, one 
theme has not been treated to the extent that it perhaps deserved. The trian-
gle of cultural (including media), language and educational policies in 
Ukraine, and the interaction of these three spheres should be examined in a 
more systematic way. This is one area where future research may find inter-
esting topics to examine. 
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Appendix A 

In this Appendix I will account for some more details concerning the participants of 
the interviews and the questionnaire. I will present basic demographic data and dis-
cuss some of the background variables and how these may have interacted with 
responses to the questionnaire. I will also account for setting, sampling procedures 
and response rates. 

Interviews 
Interviews were conducted in October 2003, August 2004 and March 2005. All 
interviews with students in October 2003 were group-interviews and most of the 
other interviews were conducted separately. When I interviewed the students, I was 
usually introduced by the teacher, who let me explain the purpose of the interview. 
The interviews lasted 45-60 minutes and all interviewees were approached with the 
same initial question about how to describe the language situation in Kharkiv. 

I interviewed 6 groups of students (about 60 persons in total) and an additional 5 
interviews were conducted individually. The students studied at Kharkiv National 
State University (NU), the Kharkiv State Academy of Culture (AC), Kharkiv Na-
tional University of Pharmacy (UP), Kharkiv State Technical University of Civil 
Engineering and Architecture (TU), Kharkiv State Academy of Municipal Economy 
(AME) and Kharkiv Pedagogical University (PedU). The students were mostly from 
Kharkiv oblast’ or from other parts of eastern Ukraine, and some were from the 
central and western parts. I also interviewed 11 university teachers who worked at 
AC, NU and UP, in addition to 4 journalists and 1 theatre director. Some of these 
interviews were conducted in smaller groups, notably one occasion with three uni-
versity teachers and one journalist together, and another occasion with two teachers. 
10 interviews were conducted individually. 

I asked all interviewees to give their personal details such as year of birth, place 
of origin, nationality (ethnicity) and native language. This was important not least in 
order to get some idea about the composition of the people partaking in group inter-
views. I have not made any further use of this information, except for occasionally 
during the analysis where this information seemed relevant I have added this. All 
interviews were conducted in either Russian or Ukrainian, recorded and transcribed 
by persons fluent in Russian and Ukrainian (some had this as their profession while 
some interviews were transcribed by students – not taking part in the interviews – 
and I detected no notable differences in the quality of transcribing). I have read the 
interviews several times over and analysed them in several steps as new themes 
emerged during the reading. As explained in the section on methods I also tried to 

 324



let interviewees and the material from interviews interact with the questionnaire in 
several ways, hence, the analysis has been a multi-dimensional and multi-layered 
process. 

Respondents: overview and basic demographic data 
The number of respondents of the questionnaire encompasses a total of 800 indi-
viduals. These persons were asked to participate in the survey based of their profes-
sions/studies. This group can be divided into two basic parts, consisting of 400 stu-
dents and 400 professionals. 
 
Students 
The group of 400 students is divided into two sub-categories with 200 in each from 
two different spheres: subjects relating to the humanities and social sciences, and 
technical/natural sciences. The large group of students is included in the study for 
three main reasons. Firstly, academia is one of the spheres in Kharkiv where Russian 
has been used extensively and it may be assumed that attempts to or discussions 
about changing language practices have occurred. Consequently, it is important as 
well as interesting to look at this specific sphere when investigating perceptions of 
changes in language practices. Secondly, by dividing the students equally between 
humanities/social sciences and technical/natural sciences the academic world can be 
examined in relation to two spheres that might respond to the language situation in 
different ways. Students in humanities/social sciences study economy (TU), philol-
ogy, both Russian and Ukrainian (NU, PedU), history (NU), sociology (NU), chore-
ography (AC), museum management studies (curating) (AC) and “cultural studies” 
(culturologogy) (AC). Students in technical/natural sciences study physics (NU), 
pharmacology (PU), ecology (AME), and chemistry (NU). In addition, there were 
groups of students from the Polytechnic Institute and the Higher Military Academy 
of Aviation. 

One may assume that the humanities might be more easily “influenced” by 
changes in ideology, etc. on a state level (including interpretations of the language 
situation, history, emphasising specific Ukrainian culture, values and traditions, and 
how this is transmitted to the students) whereas technical and natural sciences might 
be less “ideological” in that sense but on the other hand, have a stronger attachment 
to the Russian language. This is a sphere were terminology etc. might be preserved 
more easily in their Russian form until today because of inertia, lack of interest in or 
resources to change to Ukrainian terms, or simply as resistance to a new situation; 
actions which might be easier to “get away with” in these subjects in comparison 
with the humanities. Thirdly, since these young persons belong to the generation that 
has been most affected or assume that they will be affected by a changing language 
situation, it seems important to have a relatively large proportion of young people in 
order to map this group’s attitudes and practices in relation to that of older compa-
triots. Students are easy to include in a study like this also because they will usually 
be of the right age.  
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Professionals 
The 400 “professionals” were chosen on the basis that their work situation involves 
interaction with other people, not only at the workplace itself but with “outsiders” 
(clients) as well. This is the reason no workers are part of this study even though 
they may be said to represent an important part of the general population in Kharkiv. 
However, since the study does not aim at mapping attitudes to language or language 
behaviour in general, this group as well as many others have been left out. Thus, 
someone working at an assembly-line is not interesting for this study since she or he 
is not supposed to interact with or provide service to clients or customers.  

The group of “professionals” has also been divided into sub-categories and this 
division was done based on assumptions about different language practices in these 
three groups, i.e. in relation to work environment and expectations relating to their 
professional roles. The first group consists of persons working in spheres that has 
been labelled “official”, i.e. closely related to the state and therefore to state regula-
tions, which is directly linked to language regulations. They are acting as or being 
perceived of as representatives of the state (for instance by carrying uniforms with 
state emblems or supervising the state’s as well as the citizens’ interests). They are 
regarded (or they are supposed to be regarded) as representatives of the state. This is 
also related to how they should act in the sense of representing Ukraine “officially”. 
In this group there are people who have an “official status” as state employees; po-
lice officers, customs officers and civil servants (derzhslubovtsi/gossluzhashchie), a 
total of 90 persons. 

In the second group there are persons I have labelled “semi-official”. Some of 
them are executing or transmitting state policies, but are not dressed in state uni-
forms and are generally not perceived as actual representatives of the state as such. 
In this group there are school teachers, university teachers, health care workers (both 
in hospitals and pharmacies which are state owned in Ukraine) and people working 
in the sphere of communication (post/telecom), a total of 160 persons. Certainly, 
there are degrees of “mediating” state policies within this group, a teacher is per-
forming this role to a much higher degree than a person who works in the sphere of 
communication. Certainly, it can be discussed whether employees in banks should 
be included in the “semi-official” professional category, but I decided that these 
employees have more in common with the other professional groups in this cate-
gory, than in the non-official. 

The final group is labelled “non-official” since this group is perceived as belong-
ing to the private sphere, detached from the state. Consequently, they are not ex-
pected to act as representatives of the state, nor supposed to transmit state policies or 
results of the authorities’ decisions to other citizens. However, this does not mean 
that they do not have to comply with state policies. The main point is that they do 
not carry any kind of “responsibility” vis-à-vis the state in the sense that especially 
the first group but also to some degree the second group do. The third group consists 
of people who work in the service sector, cafés and hairdressers, have own enter-
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prises, work in advertising and as journalists.208 This group comprises a total of 150 
persons. 

Ideally, there should have been three equally large groups among the 400 profes-
sionals. The study was originally designed that way, but because of certain circum-
stances such as time pressure and difficulties of getting hold of respondents in the 
first group, the solution was to expand the second and third group somewhat, in 
order to keep to the goal of 800 respondents in total. Yet, since the analysis is far 
from based solely on professional categories, this discrepancy is not considered to 
have an important impact on the general results. 

Table A.1 Overview over categorisation of respondents by profession/field of study  

Official n Semi-official n Non-official n 
Police/customs 60 Communications 40 Service sector  60 
Civil servants 30 School 30 Journalist 30 
  Bank 30 Business employer 30 
  Health care system 30 Advertisement 

agency 
30 

  Higher  education 30   
 90  160  150 
 
Hum.students n Tech.students n 
Philology 72 Physics 20 
History 17 Chemistry 32 
Economy 
Sociology 

30 
26 

Pharmacology Ecology 41 
35 

Museum man. 
Choreographers 

13 
17 

Military Academy  
50 

Culturology  25 Polytechnic institute 22 
 200  200 

Sampling procedures and impact of setting 
As mentioned, both when conducting group and in-depth interviews and the ques-
tionnaires, specific groups were targeted, according to profession or area of study. 
Unfortunately, I did not have the opportunity to participate when the questionnaire 
was conducted. I received detailed information from Olga Filippova who carried out 
the work and we were in constant contact throughout the process. The questionnaires 
were distributed in written form (in many cases to groups of people), hence, there 
were no face-to-face interviewer situation (due to constraints such as time and 
money). The questionnaire was introduced, handed out and collected by Olga Filip-

                               
208 These two last groups, advertisers and journalists, are maybe in a slightly different position 
than the other groups when it comes to language use at work because they are affected by 
recent laws stating that all advertisement must be in Ukrainian (of October 2003). Such regu-
lations make these two groups in a sense more “responsible” and more “attached” to the state 
than other groups. Another point that should be made in relation to journalists is that some are 
very close to “state politics” but the journalists participating in this study were “independent”, 
i.e. not working for state media.   
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pova (on one occasion by an assistant). She was present the whole time to explain or 
provide further information in case of questions. The text on the questionnaires 
presenting the research project was formulated in a way so that it would not be clear 
that this was a “foreign” project, i.e. conducted mainly by a researcher based in 
Sweden. We stated my e-mail address and Olga Filippova’s e-mail address and 
telephone number as contact information. 

Some of the work places demanded letters of “official request” to carry out the 
questionnaire, or at least permission from manager or dean (at the university). This 
did not mean that the questionnaires had to be handed in beforehand or to be ap-
proved of. I believe it was rather a response to the fact that we intruded on working 
hours and that they wanted to maintain some kind of “control”. As mentioned, one 
group of deputies in the City Council was approached, but Filippova was not al-
lowed to hand out the questionnaires during one of their sessions, instead a third 
person took hand of handing out the questionnaires. Apart from a letter from one 
deputy (who had general opinions on the theme of the research, and who considered 
that it would be better if we carried out research on the effective economic develop-
ment of Ukraine), we did not receive any questionnaires back. Why this was so, one 
can only speculate about. But, if nothing else, this episode demonstrated the diffi-
culty of obtaining responses when questionnaires were distributed to persons 
through other contacts, rather than approaching either whole groups of people (at 
their work-places, through arrangements previously agreed upon) or single persons 
(e.g. employees in the service sector). One can also only speculate about the effect 
of this group’s participation on the outcome of the survey. It is clear though, that this 
is a group that could have been expected to not only have strong opinions on the 
matter, but also to be strongly in favour of strengthening the role of Russian. There-
fore this group’s participation would probably have had an impact on results when 
analyses were done by sub-categories according to profession, since these persons 
would have been categorised as “official”, but I do not assume it would have af-
fected the general results markedly. 

We had decided on target groups (as described above) and Filippova approached 
these groups through my former interviewees (those interviewed in October 2003), 
teachers at universities and other acquaintances in the various professional sectors. 
In some work places (especially at the university during the polling of students) the 
persons were asked by managers or teachers to take part. Hence, as described in the 
section on material and methods (in Ch. 1), this may have meant that some persons 
felt required to take part, who would otherwise have refused. For instance, Filippova 
shared the following considerations with respect to the polling of customs officials: 
“they were collected from different units around the city, and at the appointed time 
they all sat down, like soldiers, and started filling in the questionnaires. After they 
had finished some said it had been very interesting and wished us good luck with the 
research. Others had clear expressions of dissatisfaction, kind of ‘we have a lot of 
work to do, and you tear us away from our important matters.’” On the other hand, 
one positive side to this way of sampling was that not only those who might be per-
sonally interested in or positive to the object of inquiry took part in the survey. 
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Hence, without being representative in a strict statistical sense one may expect that 
people of various backgrounds who held various attitudes towards the issue under 
examination, took part. Response rates were over all high. Due to the way question-
naires were distributed and collected the 800 questionnaires we had decided on were 
answered, although not all questionnaires in their entirety. Yet, only very few ques-
tions elicited low response rates. Some of these would be natural, as the large part of 
young persons meant that a rather large group of the respondents have no children, 
or did not vote in the last elections. 

Overview of respondents according to sub-categories (n and %). 
 
In the following section a general demographic overview of respondents will be 
outlined. In addition to the professional categories, these are the other main back-
ground variables. 

Table A.2 Area of profession/field of study 
 Official Semi-

official 
Non-

official 
Hum.Students Tech.Students 

n 90 160 150 200 200 
% of total 11.2 20.0 18.8 25.0 25.0 

Age 

Table A.3 Age groups 

Age Valid % n Year of birth 

Under 18 5.3 42 Born 1986 or after 

19-24 52.8 422 1985-1980 

25-30 11.9 95 1979-1974 

31-35 9.0 72 1973-1969 

36-40 6.8 54 1968-1964 

41-45 7.1 57 1963-1959 

46-55 4.3 34 1958-1949 

55+ 2.9 23 1948 or before 

Total 100 799  
 
The age groups have been recoded into two almost equally large groups, under 18-
25 and 25+, in order to avoid one disproportionate group consisting of the under 18-
24 year old, and two or three smaller groups. This division also seems to be appro-
priate according to whether the respondents lived the most of their formative years 
in the Soviet Union or in independent Ukraine. 

Gender 
I have not conducted analyses based on a gender perspective. This might of course 
have been one interesting option since men and women may be assumed to differ in 
practices and attitudes in relation to language (Bilaniuk 2003, Gal 1997). Yet, when 
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I conducted analyses according to gender I found no significant differences and I 
have chosen not to include these instances in the general analysis. 

Table A.4 Gender 

Gender Valid % n 
Male 39.3 314 
Female 60.6 485 
 100 799 

Identity 
As discussed in Chapter 2, identity is not a straightforward analytical category. In 
total three questions about identity were asked in the questionnaire. Firstly, there 
was a question about with group(s) one feels that one belongs to; Ukrainian, Russian 
or both – what I have labelled “subjective identity”. Secondly, there were questions 
about own nationality (ethnic belonging) as well as about both parents’ nationality. 
Finally, a question asked about “identity after the Soviet Union” to see which of 
regional, ethnic, political, or supranational identities would prevail. The definition of 
identity can be “situational” in the sense that it depends on how the question is 
posed and in which context. This point was demonstrated with these three questions 
asking about identity. Clearly, formulating the question in different ways gave dif-
ferent patterns of identification, and this was found when comparing the figures 
from the two questions as shown in Fig. A.1.  

Figure A.1 Nationality versus “subjective identification” (%) 
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The question asking for nationality, or ethnicity, was placed in the last section of the 
questionnaire, asking for “demographic and social characteristics”. Thus it was 
“framed” as an official question and the question itself was phrased the following 
way: “Your ethnic affiliation (nationality). Write down please:__________ [Vasha 
etnichna prynalezhnist’ (natsionalnist’). Napyshit’]. The question which asked about 
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self-defined identity was phrased the following way: “Would you say about your 
self, that “I feel as” [Chy mozhete Vy pro sebe skazaty, shcho “Ia sebe vidchuvaiu”] 
1. Ukrainian (only), 2. Both as Ukrainian and Russian, but more Ukrainian, 3. The 
same amount Ukrainian and Russian, 4. Both as Ukrainian and Russian, but more 
Russian, 5. Russian (only), 6. Other (please write it down).” As seen in Table A.6 
below, this corresponds with Wilson’s observation that when situational (graded) 
identity is taken into account, results can turn out very differently (2002b:32).  

Table A.5 Nationality (ethnic affiliation) 

Ukrainian 74.8 587 
Russian 22.2 174 
Ukrainian and Russian 0.9 7 
Other 2.2 17 
Total 100% N=785 
Note: “Other” included following responses: Jew, Tatar, Belorusian, Czech, Bulgarian, Geor-
gian, Kumyk, Dagestani. 

Table A.6  Self-defined identity (“I feel like…”) 

Ukrainian only 24.4 194 
Ukrainian and Russian but more Ukrainian 18.0 143 
Equally Ukrainian and Russian 20.3 161 
Ukrainian and Russian but more Russian 25.1 199 
Russian only 9.1 72 
Other 3.1 25 
Total 100% N= 794 
Note: “Other” included following responses: Crimean Tatar, cosmopolitan, Slavic, “I feel 
neither Russian not Ukrainian. I am indifferent”, “a human being”, “a citizen of all countries”, 
“a normal person”, “Soviet”, “a cowardly Ukrainian”. 

Table A.7 Self-defined identity compared with nationality (%) 

Nationality
Self-defined identity Ukrainian Russian Both Other n 
Ukrainian 31.7 3.4 0 0 191 
U-R, more Ukrainian 21.7 6.3 16.7 6.7 140 
Equally Ukrainian-Russian 21.2 19.0 33.3 6.7 160 
U-R, but more Russian 20.4 40.8 16.7 26.7 195 
Russian 2.7 28.7 16.7 20.0 70 
other 2.2 1.7 16.7 40.0 23 
Total (n) 100 (584) 100 (174) 100 (6) 100 (15) 779 

Table A.8 Self-defined identity compared with nationality by age (%) 

 Ukrainian nationality Russian nationality 
 18-24 25+ 18-24 25+ 
Ukrainian only 29.8 34.6 1.1 6.1 
More U than R 25.8  15.4 5.4 7.3 
Equally U and R 20.1 23.1 14.1 24.4 
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More R than U 20.1 20.9 47.8 32.9 
Russian only 2.0 3.8 30.4 26.8 
Other 2.3 2.1 1.1 2.4 
Total (n) 100 (349) 100 (234) 100 (92) 100 (82) 
 
Another interesting aspect here, is the “redefinition” of nationality from one genera-
tion to the next, i.e. when comparing figures on parents’ nationality and own nation-
ality (cf. Pirie 1996, Rowland 2004).  

Table A.9 Nationality and generational shifts 

Ukrainian Russian Other Parents’ 
nationality 

 
Own nationality 

 
Father 

 
Mother 

 
Father 

 
Mother 

 
Father 

 
Mother 

Ukrainian 96.4 93.8 37.9 42.8 28.0 34.5 
Russian 2.6 5.4 60.9 54.1 8.0 24.1 
Other 1.0 0.8 1.1 3.1 64.0 41.4 
Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 
N 496 496 261 257 25 29 

Table A.10 Self-defined identity and generational shifts 

Ukrainian Russian Other Parents’ 
nationality 

 
Self-defined iden-
tity 

 
Father 

 
Mother 

 
Father 

 
Mother 

 
Father 

 
Mother 

Ukrainian 33.9 34.6 10.2 7.5 0 22.7 
Ukrainian and 
Russian 

62.6 62.0 70.1 73.5 76.5 50.0 

Russian 3.5 3.3 19.7 19.0 23.5 27.3 
Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 
N 487 482 254 253 17 22 
 
One question asked about “identity after the Soviet Union”. This thus went beyond 
purely ethnic belonging but still referred to basically “territorial” identifications.209 
This question allowed for multiple responses, and citizen of Ukraine was the most 
frequently chosen alternative.  

Table A.11 Post-Soviet identity 
Citizen of Ukraine   54.6  
Representative of the region  30.1  
Slavic     30.1  
Citizen of CIS    16.1  
Representative of the ethnic group 14.8  
European    12.4 
Soviet        8.4 
World citizen          7.1 
Other          0.8 

                               
209 This question did not encompass a broader variety of social identities such as women, 
man, old, young, employee, student, etc.  
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Note: “Other” included following responses: “a Russian person who lives in Khar’kov”, 
“inhabitant of a country which its people has no interest in”, “a personality!” 

Table A.12 Post-Soviet identity by nationality and self-defined identity 

 Nationality Self-defined identity 
 Ukrainian Russian Ukrainian Both Russian 

Representative of ethnic 
group 

13.8 (81) 17.2 (30) 18.0 (35) 11.9 (60) 25.4 (18) 

Representative of region 24.2 (142) 39.7 (69) 18.6 (36) 31.4 (158) 32.4 (23) 
Citizen of Ukraine 67.7 (396) 33.3 (58) 83.5 (162) 55.5 (279) 21.1 (15) 
Soviet 6.7 (39) 10.9 (19) 3.6 (7) 7.4 (37) 22.5 (16) 
Slavic 29.2 (171) 33.3 (58) 21.1 (41) 33.2 (167) 31.0 (22) 
Citizen of CIS 13.7 (80) 13.2 (23) 6.7 (13) 16.7 (84) 12.7 (9) 
European 13.3 (78) 9.8 (17) 17.0 (33) 10.5 (53) 11.3(8) 
World citizen 6.8 (40) 5.7 (10) 4.6 (9) 6.8 (34) 7.0 (5) 
other 1.2 (7) 0 1.0 (2) .8 (4) 0 

Table A.13 Home language and self-defined identity 

   Self-defined 
identity 

Home language 

Ukrainian Both Ukrain-
ian and Rus-

sian 

Russian Total n 

Ukrainian 6.4 2.8 0.1 9.3 70 
Both/Surzhyk 7.3 10.7 0.5 18.5 139 
Russian 11.7 51.7 8.7 72.1 541 
Total 25.4 65.2 9.3 100  
n 191 489 70  750 
 
Half of the total of the respondents (51.7 percent) claimed to feel both Ukrainian and 
Russian and said they use Russian as their home language. An additional eleven 
percent of the total claimed to feel Ukrainian and speak Russian. Only 15.1 percent 
of these respondents may be categorised as either Ukrainian-speaking self-defined 
Ukrainians (6.4 percent) or Russian-speaking self-defined Russians (8.7 percent). 
An additional example of the divergence in nationality and language practices 
among these respondents is showed in Table A.14. 

Table A.14 Parents’ nationality by main language of communication with parents 

Russian Ukrainian Other Total Nationality 
 
Language 

Father Mother Father Mother Father Mother Father Mother 

Russian 92.2 91.3 63.7 61.2 92.3 86.2 74.1 72.1 
Ukrainian 2.1 3.2 12.1 13.0 3.8 3.4 8.5 9.4 
Both 3.7 2.0 9.1 10.3 0 6.8 7.0 7.4 
Surzhyk 2.1 3.6 15.1 15.5 0 0 10.3 11.0 
Other 0 0 0 0 3.8 3.4 0.1 0.1 
Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 
N 243 253 471 485 26 29 740 767 
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Geographical factors (Place of residence and Regional origin)  
The comments above on the urban-rural split highlight the importance of examining 
the respondents’ background in relation to where they grew up (the question asked 
was “where did you live in your childhood (until the age of 17)”). 
 

Table A.15 Geographical factor 1: Place of residence 

Place of residence until the age of 17 Valid % n 
City 79.2 629 
Town 11.8 94 
Village 8.9 71 
Total 100 794 
 
The majority of the respondents grew up in urban areas, almost 80% in cities and 
less than 10% in villages. This indicates that most respondents grew up in environ-
ments dominated by the Russian language. However, this should be complemented 
with data on regional origin, since different parts of the country have different lin-
guistic patterns, in western Ukraine cities are dominated by the Ukrainian language. 

Table A.16 Geographical factor 2: Regional origin 

Region where respondent lived until the age of 17 Valid % n 
Western Ukraine 6.0 47 
Southern Ukraine 2.7 21 
Eastern Ukraine 74.5 585 
Central Ukraine 4.3 34 
Kyiv 1.5 12 
Crimea 2.7 21 
Russia 3.7 29 
USSR/abroad 1.4 11 
Other 3.2 25 
Total 100 785 
 
The table shows clearly that the absolute majority of the respondents grew up in 
eastern Ukraine, and that no other region stands out in any sense. Added together, 
the regions that are traditionally considered to be areas where the Russian language 
is predominantly used (including Russia) are represented by well above 80% of the 
respondents. 

Religious affiliation 
Religious affiliation was not analysed in this study, but this was asked about in order 
to map the respondents’ background. Religious affiliation is thus accounted for here 
since this could be an element of self-identification (in a cultural sense), and religion 
is sometimes considered as one additional factor splitting Ukraine into two parts. 
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Orthodoxy is the dominating religious affiliation with 72.9 percent, next is the “non-
religious” group.210

Table A.17 Religious affiliation 

Religion valid % n 
Catholic 6.8 49 
Orthodox 72.9 526 
Greek-Catholic (Uniate) 1.8 13 
Protestant 1.1 8 
Muslim 0.6 4 
Jew 0.4 3 
Other 0.1 1 
Not religious 16.3 118 
Total 100 722 

This demographic overview pictures the respondents as a fairly homogenous group. 
The majority of respondents were Ukrainian by ethnicity (74.8%), Orthodox 
(72.9%) and grew up in cities (79.2%) and in eastern Ukraine (74.5%). In addition 
there was a majority of females (60.6%) and young persons (age 18-24, 52.8%) 
among thes respondents, who were also mostly well-educated. 

Language competence and language practices 
In the following section I will provide some more information on reported language 
competence and language practices. Fig. A.2 shows that concerning the Russian 
language the level of “full competence” (read, speak and write) is high among all 
groups as well as quite even among all respondents. The level of what is considered 
the lowest level of competence, “understand only”, is generally very low but some-
what higher among the students, i.e. among the youngest. Turning to the second part 
of the figure, representing the knowledge of the Ukrainian language, it is immedi-
ately clear that the levels of competence are quite different. Firstly, the levels of 
“full competence” are lower, and they vary more (from a maximum of 77.9 percent 
among Hum.students to 62.2 percent among “Non-officials”). Considering that 
Kharkiv is a “Russophone” city, the self-described competence regarding the 
Ukrainian language stills seems to be on a quite high level. Certainly, the levels of 
“understand only” are high, but here as well, the students stand out, especially the 
Tech.Students. The greatest difference between competence in Russian and Ukrain-
ian is found in the “Non-official” group. Generally, this figure provides an image of 
how the respondents assessed their own competence in Russian and Ukrainian and 

                               
210 It may also be worth mentioning that there is no overlap between the respondents who 
grew up in western Ukraine and those saying they belong to Catholic or Greek-Catholic faith. 
The distribution looks like the following: Catholic, 3 persons from western Ukraine, 34 per-
sons from eastern Ukraine, 1 person each from Kyiv and Crimea; Greek-Catholic, 3 persons 
from western Ukraine, 7 persons from eastern Ukraine and 1 person from central Ukraine.  
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not surprisingly, the levels vary between the two languages, but also to some degree, 
between the different professional sub-categories. 

 
Figure A.2 Self-defined competence by professional sub-categories (%) 
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Note: This does not add up to 100 percent since the two middle categories of competence are 
left out. 

Table A.18 Language usage with relatives and acquaintances (informal settings) 

 Grandparents Father Mother Spouse Children Friends Neighbours 
Russian 62.1 73.7 72.1 80.4 80.5 74.7 77.0 
Ukrainian 14.5 8.9 9.6 3.9 4.6 3.8 5.2 
Both 8.5 7.0 7.3 10.2 8.9 15.1 11.3 
Surzhyk 14.6 10.2 10.9 4.4 5.1 6.3 6.5 
Other 0.3 0.1 0.1 0.6 1.0   
Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 
N 704 753 781 431 394 790 781 

Table A.19 Language usage with unknown persons (informal and formal settings)  

Unknown people 
in the street 

Shop assis-
tants 

Restaurant 
workers/waiters 

Health 
care work-
ers 

Civil ser-
vants 

    Setting 
 
 
Language address response ad res ad res ad res ad res 
Only 
Russian 

63.0 37.1 71.2 47.9 76.4 63.7 75.1 55.2 65.3 38.0 

Mostly 
Russian 

22.3 43.1 18.7 37.1 16.0 27.5 13.6 31.9 18.1 37.2 

Equally 
U/R 

10.7 15.1 6.6 10.9 5.3 6.2 7.8 8.5 10.2 16.5 

Mostly 
Ukrain. 

1.4 0.5 1.3 0.6 0.5 0.5 1.3 1.8 3.3 4.2 
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Only 
Ukrainian 

0.5 0.5 0.6 0.5 0.9 0.3 1.0 0.4 2.1 1.6 

Surzhyk 2.0 3.4 1.5 2.8 0.9 1.8 1.1 2.0 0.9 2.4 
Other 0.1 0.2 0.1 0.1 0.1 1 0.1 0.2 0.1 0.1 
Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 
N 797 795 798 797 795 793 799 797 796 794 
 
These tables outline how respondents described their own and others’ language use, 
both in informal and in more formal settings. Taken together, these figures show a 
picture of a “Russian-speaking” city, i.e. that based on their own experiences the 
respondents estimate that Russian is used far more than Ukrainian in interactions 
between the city’s inhabitants. These figures thus provide additional information to 
the general discussion in Chapter 5. Table A.18 also provides interesting informa-
tion on possible generational differences, where the use of Russian increases and the 
use of Ukrainian decreases with each generation. 

A further addition to the discussion in Chapter 5 is found in Fig. A.3 which pro-
vide an overview of cited sources of information (media only), illustrating the de-
gree to which domestic Ukrainian media is cited as sources of information in com-
parison with Russian or other foreign media. Yet, these figures say nothing about the 
language of the information provided by these sources. 

Figure A.3 Sources of information (%) 
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Note: The respondent could choose as many alternative sources of information as s/he uses, 
thus the numbers do not add up to 100 percent. The questions on Ukrainian media did not 
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discriminate between national and local media but asked for both “central and local”. Western 
TV channels that are represented in Kharkiv are mainly news-channels such as BBC World, 
Euro-news, French TV5 and the German-language DW, but also Fashion-channel, and Dis-
covery. However, only some of these channels are transmitted in original language (BBC, 
TV5, DW, and Fashion channel), the others are dubbed in Russian. Then again, these chan-
nels are available only for those who have cable TV. Western radio in Ukrainian or Russian 
languages was exemplified by mentioning Holos Ameryky, Nimets’ka khvylia, Volia. What is 
called “Western” media here was labelled “dalekoho” zarubizhzhia, i.e. the “far” abroad in 
the questionnaire. 

Which factors may influence language practices and language attitudes? 
Variation in language practices and attitudes could be explained by different factors 
that might be specific for the respondents that have been assigned to this category, 
e.g. geographical; where they grew up (region), in which environment (urban or 
rural), or ethnic belonging. I will briefly present these variables in relation to profes-
sional categories in order to briefly discuss the possible impact of these background 
variables. To some degree, the geographical factor may play a role (as seen in Table 
A.21), but mainly in the sense that in those categories who say they speak more 
Ukrainian with both parents, there is a higher percentage that grew up in western 
Ukraine (9.4 percent of “Officials” and 12.3 percent of “Tech.Students” in compari-
son to between 3.2 and 3.8 percent in other groups). However, in these two groups 
there is also a somewhat higher percentage that grew up in what may be called Rus-
sian-speaking areas. Among “Officials” 8.1 percent grew up in Russia (compared to 
0 to 6.6 percent in other categories), and among “Tech.Students” 6.1 percent grew 
up in Crimea (compared to 0.8 to 3.2 percent in other categories), and 12.7 percent 
of “Tech.Students” grew up in southern Ukraine (compared to 0.5 to 3.4 percent in 
other categories). This has been summarised in the following table, where some of 
the regions have been put together, in order to make this point clearer. There are no 
clear “geographical/regional” deviations that coincide with language usage with 
parents except for the higher percentage of persons who grew up in western Ukraine 
in two of the groups. The reason the “non-official” group is higher on reported use 
of the Russian language can thus not be explained by the fact that this group in-
cludes a comparatively high percentage of persons who grew up in for instance 
Russia and Crimea. 

Table A.20 Home language by professional groups (%) 

 Official Semi-
official 

Non-official Hum. Students Tech. Students 

Ukrainian 13.6 6.6 4.1 4.5 14.2 
Russian 63.3 74.8 81.5 67.8 64.5 
Both/Surzhyk 22.7 18.5 14.4 27.6 21.3 
Total 100 100 100 100 100 
N 88 151 146 199 197 

Table A.21 Region of childhood (until the age of 17) by professional groups (%) 

 Official Semi-
official 

Non-
official 

Hum.Students Tech.Students 

Western Ukraine 9.4 3.2 3.3 3.8 12.3 
Southern/Eastern 
Ukraine 

71.8 79.6 83.2 89.1 76.0 
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Central Ukraine/Kyiv 8.2 10.5 5.3 3.8 4.5 
Crimea/Russia 10.6 6.6 8.1 3.3 7.2 
Total 100 100 100 100 100 
N 85 152 149 184 179 

As Table A.21 shows, there are differences between professional groups when it 
comes to home language. The “non-official” group stands out somewhat in that the 
percentage of Russian language as the main language of communication with both 
parents is rather high in comparison both with other languages and other groups, this 
may be compared to Fig. A2 above, where the non-official group also reported hav-
ing the lowest level of competence in Ukrainian. The other geographical factor, the 
urban-rural split, shows that comparatively more persons in the group “non-
officials” grew up in an urban environment (i.e. big city), which is generally speak-
ing a more “Russophone” environment, thus this could be one part to an explanation 
why persons in this group report to use Russian to a larger degree (yet, statistical 
tests show there is no significant variation between categories). 

Table A.22 Place of residence of childhood (until age of 17) by professional groups 
(%) 

 Official Semi-official Non-official Hum. Students Tech. Students 
City 77.8 79.4 86.0 78.1 75.8 
Town 11.1 13.1 7.3 13.3 13.1 
Village 11.1 7.5 6.7 8.7 11.1 
Total 100 100 100 100 100 
N 90 160 150 196 198 
 
The final factor mentioned above, the “ethnic dimension” also shows that there were 
no striking differences between groups.  

Table A.23 Identity (nationality [N] and subjective identity [S]) by professional 
groups (%) 

 Official Semi-official Non-official Hum. Stu-
dents 

Tech. Stu-
dents 

 N S N S N S N S N S 
Ukrainian 73.3 26.7 71.9 26.6 69.8 25.2 77.7 21.6 78.8 24.0 
Russian 22.2 6.7 22.5 10.8 28.2 12.2 20.2 8.0 19.2 7.5 
Both 0 62.2 1.9 58.9 0.7 60.5 0 65.8 1.6 67.0 
Other 4.4 4.4 3.8 3.8 1.3 2.0 2.1 4.5 0.5 1.5 
Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 
N 90 90 160 158 149 147 193 199 193 200 
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Appendix B 

In this Appendix I will present the items of the questionnaire that were referred to in the 
analysis and the full coding, as well as the recoding of certain items. Further, I will provide 
some additional information to some of the tables and figures that have not been included in 
the general text. 

 
Part I 

How would you describe your language competence, more specifically: 
 
Q1 How do you master the Russian language (choose one response alternative):  
1. Speak fluently  3. Read, speak and write fluently 
2. Read and speak fluently  4. In general I understand  
 
Q2 How do you master the Ukrainian language (choose one response alternative): 
1. Speak fluently  3. Read, speak and write fluently 
2. Read and speak fluently  4. In general I understand  
 
Note: alternative 3 was counted as “full competence” and alternative 4 as “understand only”, 
alternatives 2 and 3 were recoded to be counted as “middle competence”. 
 
Predominantly you speak (spoke): 
 In Rus-

sian 
In 

Ukrainian 
In both 

languages 
In 

”surz-
hyk” 

In other 
language 
(which?) 

Q5. with father 1 2 3 4 5 
Q6. with mother 1 2 3 4 5 
Q7. with husband/wife 1 2 3 4 5 
Q8. with children 1 2 3 4 5 
Q9. with grandparents 1 2 3 4 5 
Q10. with neighbours 1 2 3 4 5 
Q11. with friends 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Note: Q5 and Q6 have been collapsed into one item and recoded as “both Russian”, “both 
Ukrainian”, “both languages/surzhyk”, “other”. 
 
Q24 At work, when you are approached by a client, customer of a person whose problems 
you are supposed to solve in the capacity of your position, who speaks Russian, you answer:  
 
1. Always in Russian   5. Mostly in Ukrainian 
2. Mostly in Russian   6. In surzhyk (mix of Ukrainian and Russian) 
3. Equally in Russian and Ukrainian 7. In other language (which____________) 
4. Mostly in Ukrainian 
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Q25 At work, when you are approached by a client, customer of a person whose problems 
you are supposed to solve in the capacity of your position, who speaks Ukrainian, you an-
swer:  
 
1. Always in Russian   5. Mostly in Ukrainian 
2. Mostly in Russian   6. In surzhyk (mix of Ukrainian and Russian) 
3. Equally in Russian and Ukrainian 7. In other language (which____________) 
4. Mostly in Ukrainian 
 
At your work place... 
 Q26 With man-

ager you 
speak… 

Q27 With 
colleagues 

you speak… 
1. Always in Russian   1 1 
2. Mostly in Russian   2 2 
3. Equally in Russian and Ukrainian  3 3 
4. Mostly in Ukrainian 4 4 
5. Mostly in Ukrainian 5 5 
6. In surzhyk (mix of Ukrainian and Russian) 6 6 
7. In other language (which____________) 7 7 
 
Q29 At work you prepare documentation: 
 
1. Always in Russian   5. Mostly in Ukrainian 
2. Mostly in Russian   6. In surzhyk (mix of Ukrainian and Russian) 
3. Equally in Russian and Ukrainian 7. In other language (which____________) 
4. Mostly in Ukrainian 
 
Do your language practices depend on which linguistic surroundings you are in? More spe-
cifically (see further Q30 and Q 31) 
 
Q30 If you find yourself in Russian-speaking surroundings, then you speak: 
 
1. Always in Russian   5. Mostly in Ukrainian 
2. Mostly in Russian   6. In surzhyk (mix of Ukrainian and Russian) 
3. Equally in Russian and Ukrainian 7. In other language (which____________) 
4. Mostly in Ukrainian 
 
Q31 If you find yourself in Ukrainian-speaking surroundings, then you speak: 
 
1. Always in Russian   5. Mostly in Ukrainian 
2. Mostly in Russian   6. In surzhyk (mix of Ukrainian and Russian) 
3. Equally in Russian and Ukrainian 7. In other language (which____________) 
4. Mostly in Ukrainian 
 
Q 32-34 In which language do you read… 
 Newspapers Fiction Professional literature 
Always in Russian 1 1 1 
Mostly in Russian 2 2 2 
Equally in Russian and in Ukrainian 3 3 3 
Mostly in Ukrainian 4 4 4 
Always in Ukrainian 5 5 5 
Does not matter, depends on content 6 6 6 
Other language (which?____________) 7 7 7 
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Q 35-38 Which language do you give preference when you watch television programs?  
 Informational 

programs 
(news) 

Films Talk 
shows 

Musical pro-
grams 

Always Russian 1 1 1 1 
Mostly Russian 2 2 2 2 
Equally Russian and Ukrainian 3 3 3 3 
Mostly Ukrainian 4 4 4 4 
Always Ukrainian 5 5 5 5 
Does not matter, depends on 
content 

6 6 6 6 

Other language (which?_______) 7 7 7 7 
 
Q 39-41 Which language do you give preference when you listen to radio programs? 
 Informational 

programs (news) 
Debates Musical programs 

Always Russian 1 1 1 
Mostly Russian 2 2 2 
Equally Russian and Ukrainian 3 3 3 
Mostly Ukrainian 4 4 4 
Always Ukrainian 5 5 5 
Does not matter, depends on content 6 6 6 
Other language (which?___________) 7 7 7 
 

Part II 
Can you say about yourself that: 
 
Q42 “I feel” (choose one response alternative): 
 
1. Ukrainian (only) 
2. At the same time Ukrainian and Russian, but more Ukrainian 
3. Equally much Ukrainian and Russian 
4. At the same time Ukrainian and Russian, but more Russian 
5. Russian (only) 
6. Other___________________________(please indicate what) 
 
Note: response alternatives 2-4 were recoded to cover one alternative labelled “both Ukrainian 
and Russian” and response alternative 6 was treated as missing. 
 
Q43 “For me it does not matter which language I speak.” Please choose the number of the 5-
point scale proposed below which is closest to your opinion. 
 

1 2 3 4 5 
 
Fully  
disagree 

 
Somewhat 
disagree 

 
Indifferent 

 
Somewhat 
agree 

 
Fully 
agree 

 
Q44 “The Ukrainian language is an important part of my personality?” Please choose the 
number of the 5-point scale proposed below which is closest to your opinion. 
 

1 2 3 4 5 
 
Fully  
disagree 

 
Somewhat 
disagree 

 
Indifferent 

 
Somewhat 
agree 

 
Fully 
agree 
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Q45 “The Russian language is an important part of my personality?” Please choose the num-
ber of the 5-point scale proposed below which is closest to your opinion. 
 

1 2 3 4 5 
 
Fully  
disagree 

 
Somewhat 
disagree 

 
Indifferent 

 
Somewhat 
agree 

 
Fully 
agree 

 
Q46 “I consider that my duty as a citizen of Ukraine is to know the Ukrainian language.” 
Please choose the number of the 5-point scale proposed below which is closest to your opin-
ion. 
 

1 2 3 4 5 
 
Fully  
disagree 

 
Somewhat 
disagree 

 
Indifferent 

 
Somewhat 
agree 

 
Fully 
agree 

 
Q47 “I consider that my duty as a citizen of Ukraine is to use the Ukrainian language.” Please 
choose the number of the 5-point scale proposed below which is closest to your opinion. 
 

1 2 3 4 5 
 
Fully  
disagree 

 
Somewhat 
disagree 

 
Indifferent 

 
Somewhat 
agree 

 
Fully 
agree 

 
Q49 In your opinion, what signifies “to be a citizen of Ukraine”? Which of the factors listed 
are the most important to you (choose no more than 6 response alternatives): 
1. Accept and support the independence of Ukraine   
2. Accept that Ukraine has a separate history 
3. Know the Ukrainian history   
4. Know the Ukrainian language 
5. Speak the Ukrainian language 
6. Live in Ukraine and work for the its well-being    
7. Be born in Ukraine 
8. Feel as a part of the Ukrainian nation 
9. Be religious (Please write down which religion_______________________________) 
10. Have ancestors who lived in Ukraine 
11. Have a Ukrainian passport 
12. Be active through partaking in the work in various civic, political, cultural or trade organi-
sations  
13. Just work conscientiously here and in that way contribute to the prosperity of Ukraine 
14. Other (Please write down_____________________________________) 
 

Part III 
 
Q52 In your opinion, in what way should Ukrainian and Russian languages be used in 
Ukraine? (Choose one response alternative). 
 
1. In Ukraine there must be only one state language 
2. Ukrainian must be the only state language but Russian may be used in daily communication 
3. Ukrainian must be the only state language but Russian may be used in education and mass 
communication 
4. Russian must be given status of second state language on par with Ukrainian in those re-
gions where there is a predominant Russian-speaking population  
5. Russian must be given status as second state language on par with Ukrainian in Ukraine. 
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Q53 In your opinion, how can one describe the Ukrainian language? (indicate no more than 
10 alternatives). The Ukrainian language is:  
 
1. Prestigious language 
2. Not prestigious language 
3. Language of rural population 
4. Language of urban population 
5. Language of young generation 
6. Language of old generation 
7. Language of past 
8. Language of future 
9. Language of authorities 
10. Language of the majority of the population 
11. Language of the patriots of Ukraine 
12. Language of non-educated population 
13. Language of educated population 
14. Language that prevails in everyday life 
15. Beautiful, melodious language 
16. Rich language 
17. Democratic language 
18. Independent language 
19. International language 
20. Other (write down)_____________________ 
 
Q54 In your opinion, how can one describe the Russian language? (indicate no more than 10 
alternatives). The Russian language is:  
 
1. Prestigious language 
2. Not prestigious language 
3. Language of rural population 
4. Language of urban population 
5. Language of young generation 
6. Language of old generation 
7. Language of past 
8. Language of future 
9. Language of authorities 
10. Language of the majority of the population 
11. Language of the patriots of Ukraine 
12. Language of non-educated population 
13. Language of educated population 
14. Language that prevails in everyday life 
15. Beautiful, melodious language 
16. Rich language 
17. Democratic language 
18. Independent language 
19. International language 
20. Other (write down)_____________________ 
 
Q55 In your opinion, how has the situation with the use of Ukrainian changed in comparison 
with the sitatuion 15 years ago? The Ukrainian language is used: 
 
1. Much less now, than then  4.somwhat more, than then  
2. Somewhat less, than then  5. Much more, than then 
3. Nothing has changed 
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Q56 In your opinion, how has the situation with the use of Russian changed in comparison 
with the sitatuion 15 years ago? The Russian language is used: 
 
1. Much less now, than then  4.somwhat more, than then  
2. Somewhat less, than then  5. Much more, than then 
3. Nothing has changed 
 
Q57 If you should imagine the nearest future, for instance in 20 years, how do you believe the 
Ukrainian language will be used? 
1. Much less than now   4.somwhat more, than now  
2. Somewhat less, than now  5. Much more, than now 
3. Nothing will changed 
 
Q58 If you should imagine the nearest future, for instance in 20 years, how do you believe the 
Russian language will be used? 
1. Much less than now   4.somwhat more, than now  
2. Somewhat less, than now  5. Much more, than now 
3. Nothing will changed 
 
In your opinion how often is the Ukrainian language used in Kharkiv (see Q59-63): 
 
Q59. In government service institutions? 
1. Never 2. Rarely 3. Sometimes 4. Often 5. Always 
 
Q60. In mass media (Kharkiv television, radio, newspapers)? 
1. Never 2. Rarely 3. Sometimes 4. Often 5. Always  
 
Q61. In schools?  
1. Never 2. Rarely 3. Sometimes 4. Often 5. Always  
 
Q62. In institutions of higher education? 
1. Never 2. Rarely 3. Sometimes 4. Often 5. Always  
 
Q63. In the cultural life in the city (theatres, concerts, exhibitions, festivals)? 
1. Never 2. Rarely 3. Sometimes 4. Often 5. Always  
 
In your opinion how often is the Russian language used in Kharkiv (see Q64-68): 
 
Q64. In state service institutions? 
1. Never 2. Rarely 3. Sometimes 4. Often 5. Always 
 
Q65. In mass media (Kharkiv television, radio, newspapers)? 
1. Never 2. Rarely 3. Sometimes 4. Often 5. Always  
 
Q66. In schools?  
1. Never 2. Rarely 3. Sometimes 4. Often 5. Always  
 
Q67. In institutions of higher education? 
1. Never 2. Rarely 3. Sometimes 4. Often 5. Always  
 
Q68. In the cultural life in the city (theatres, concerts, exhibitions, festivals)? 
1. Never 2. Rarely 3. Sometimes 4. Often 5. Always  
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Part IV 
Do you agree with the opinion that: 
 
Q74 The state must regulate the use of any languages in the public (official) sphere? Please 
choose the number of the 5-point scale proposed below which is closest to your opinion. 
 

1 2 3 4 5 
 
Fully  
disagree 

 
Somewhat 
disagree 

 
Indifferent 

 
Somewhat 
agree 

 
Fully 
agree 

 
Q75 The state must regulate the use of any languages in private (personal) life? Please choose 
the number of the 5-point scale proposed below which is closest to your opinion. 
 

1 2 3 4 5 
 
Fully  
disagree 

 
Somewhat 
disagree 

 
Indifferent 

 
Somewhat 
agree 

 
Fully 
agree 

 
Q76 The state must support the Ukrainian language more? Please choose the number of the 5-
point scale proposed below which is closest to your opinion. 
 

1 2 3 4 5 
 
Fully  
disagree 

 
Somewhat 
disagree 

 
Indifferent 

 
Somewhat 
agree 

 
Fully 
agree 

 
Q77 The state must ensure the preservation also of the Russian language in Ukraine? Please 
make a circle around the number of the 5-point scale proposed below which is closest to your 
opinion. 
 

1 2 3 4 5 
 
Fully  
disagree 

 
Somewhat 
disagree 

 
Indifferent 

 
Somewhat 
agree 

 
Fully 
agree 

 
Q78 The local authorities (on oblast and regional level) must decide independently which 
language(s) that should be used in that region? Please choose the number of the 5-point scale 
proposed below which is closest to your opinion. 
 

1 2 3 4 5 
 
Fully  
disagree 

 
Somewhat 
disagree 

 
Indifferent 

 
Somewhat 
agree 

 
Fully 
agree 

 
Part V 

 
Q79 Which statement is closest to your opinion? Please make a circle around the number of 
the 5-point scale proposed below which is closest to your opinion. 
 

Statement A: Some people think that if the Russian language becomes the second state 
language in Ukraine then this will threaten Ukraine’s independence because in that 
way Russia will have a greater opportunity to influence internal affairs in Ukraine. 
 

 346



Statement B: Others think that Russia and Ukraine has a lot in common and that 
Ukraine has to have closer relations with Russia, and that the Russian language is a 
“symbol” of that “commonality”. 

 
1 2 3 4 5 

Fully agree with 
statement A 

Rather agree with 
statement A, than 
with statement B 

Agree neither 
with statement A, 
nor statement B. 

Rather agree 
with statement 
B, than with 
statement A 

Fully agree 
with state-
ment B 

 
Q80 Which statement is closest to your opinion? Please make a circle around the number of 
the 5-point scale proposed below which is closest to your opinion. 
 

Statement A: Some people think that the Russian language was artificially introduced 
in Ukraine and therefore it is natural that the Ukrainian language should be the only 
state language in Ukraine today. 
 
Statement B: Others think that the Russian language is a component of the Ukrainian 
culture and the large Russian-speaking population means that the Russian language 
should be granted the status of second state language in Ukraine.  

 
1 

 
2 

 
3 

 
4 

 
5 

Fully agree with 
statement A 

Rather agree with 
statement A, than 
with statement B 

Agree neither 
with statement A, 
nor statement B. 

Rather agree 
with statement 
B, than with 
statement A 

Fully agree 
with state-
ment B 

 
Q81 Do you agree with the opinion that without the Ukrainian language there cannot be a 
Ukrainian nation (nation as a union of all citizens of Ukraine). Please put a circle around the 
number of the 5-point scale proposed below which is closest to your opinion. 
 

1 2 3 4 5 
 
Fully  
disagree 

 
Somewhat 
disagree 

 
Indifferent 

 
Somewhat 
agree 

 
Fully 
agree 

 
Q82 Do you agree with the opinion that “for the future of any nation, including the Ukrainian, 
it does not matter which language is the state [language]?” Please put a circle around the 
number of the 5-point scale proposed below which is closest to your opinion. 
 

1 2 3 4 5 
 
Fully  
disagree 

 
Somewhat 
disagree 

 
Indifferent 

 
Somewhat 
agree 

 
Fully 
agree 

 
Note: the response alternatives of this item were also recoded in order to express the reverse 
order and thus be comparable to Q81 above, i.e. 1 = fully agree, 5 = fully disagree. 
 
Q84 Ukraine is the homeland of the Ukrainians and the Ukrainian culture. Do you agree with 
the opinion, that the Ukrainian culture and language therefore must receive special support 
from the state’s side, on a legislative as well as on a financial level? Please put a circle 
around the number of the 5-point scale proposed below which is closest to your opinion. 
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1 2 3 4 5 
 
Fully  
disagree 

 
Somewhat 
disagree 

 
Indifferent 

 
Somewhat 
agree 

 
Fully 
agree 

 
(Part VI) Socio-demographic background 

 
Questions concerning socio-demographic background are presented in Appendix A. 
Note: In the analysis “other” is treated as missing on questions on nationality/self-defined 
identity bcause of the low n. 

* 
*    * 

 
Addition to Figure 5.1 
 18-24 25+ 
(1) 20.1 (93) 31.5 (104) 
(2) 25.3 (117) 24.5 (81) 
(3) 21.4 (99) 21.5 (71) 
(4) 22.9 (106) 16.4 (54) 
(5) 10.2 (47) 6.1 (20) 
 
Addition to Table 5.1  
 
 Fully agree Somewhat 

agree 
Indifferent Somewhat 

disagree 
Fully dis-
agree 

 
Age (eta .162**) 

     

18-24 8.4 (39) 15.6 (72) 10.2 (47) 34.3 (159) 31.5 (146) 
25+ 9.6 (32) 23.0 (77) 22.7 (76) 25.1 (84) 19.7 (66) 
 
Self-defined identity (eta .354**) 

   

Ukrainian 3.6 (7) 8.8 (17) 11.3 (22) 22.2 (43) 54.1 (105) 
Both  8.0 (40) 20.3 (102) 18.1 (91) 34.5 (173) 19.1 (96) 
Russian 27.8 (20) 31.9 (23) 9.7 (7) 23.6 (17) 6.9 (5) 
 
Home language (eta .316**) 

    

Ukrainian 1.5 (1) 4.6 (3) 4.6 (3) 20.2 (13) 69.2 (45) 
Both/Surzhyk 5.4 (9) 10.8 (18) 12.0 (20) 33.1 (55) 38.6 (64) 
Russian 10.7 (59) 22.4 (123) 18.0 (99) 31.0 (170) 17.9 (98) 
 
Addition to Table 5.4 Language use when approached by Ukrainian-speaking client 
 
 Home language 

(eta .398**) 
Self-reported competence 
in Ukrainian (eta .308**) 

Self-reported competence 
in Russian (eta .182**) 

 Ukr both Rus high middle low high middle low 
Only Russian 4.7 6.0 32.5 17.1 34.4 47.7 26.2 17.5 0 
Mostly Russian 7.8 11.4 17.6 13.9 11.1 22.8 16.0 2.5 13.8 
Equally U/R 9.4 9.6 16.8 15.1 17.8 11.4 14.8 17.5 10.3 
Mostly Ukrain-
ian 

10.9 33.7 17.7 24.5 18.9 8.1 20.7 22.5 20.7 

Only Ukrainian 65.6 34.9 13.2 27.6 14.4 5.4 20.2 37.5 41.4 
Surzhyk 1.6 4.2 2.2 1.8 3.3 4.7 2.1 2.5 13.8 
N 64 166 64 555 90 149 724 40 29 
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Profession (eta .242**) Age (eta .170**)  

Official Semi-
official 

Non-
official 

Hum. 
students 

Tech. 
students 

18-24 25+ 

Only Russian 17.8 30.6 44.7 16.6 16.2 17.0 35.5 
Mostly Russian 12.2 16.9 17.3 11.6 17.3 15.2 14.9 
Equally U/R 14.4 11.9 11.3 15.6 18.8 16.7 11.9 
Mostly Ukrainian 27.8 18.8 9.3 26.6 21.8 24.1 16.1 
Only Ukrainian 25.6 18.1 14.7 28.1 23.4 25.2 17.9 
Surzhyk 2.2 3.8 2.7 1.5 2.5 1.7 3.6 
N 90 160 150 199 197 460 335 

 
Addition to Figures 5.5 and 5.6 
 Home language Self-defined identity 
Ukrainian 15 yrs ago .030 .063 
Russian 15 yrs ago .064 .030 
Ukrainian in 20 yrs .085 .145** 
Russian in 20 yrs .167** .148** 
     
 
Addition to Table 8.1   
 Ukrainian Russian 
  

Age 
 
Identity 

Home 
language 

 
Age 

 
Identity 

Home 
language 

Rural population .110** .110** .162** .066* .053 .032 
Urban population .009 .053 .037 .020 .036 .023 
Language of young 
generation 

.066* .238** .199** .036 .082* .019 

Language of old gen-
eration 

.146** .037 .059 .016 .057 .074 

Language of authorities .006 .060 .059 .070* .016 .055 
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