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Research Abstract:  

Ukraine and Belarus are unique among the former union republics of the USSR in having the 

largest percentage of self-identified members of the “titular” nationality who still report using 

Russian primarily or exclusively as the language of the home and in a variety of other social 

domains. However, despite the continued dominance of Russian in many spheres of life in the 

two countries (most notably in urban centers in central, eastern and southern Ukraine and 

throughout the territory of Belarus), the last two decades have also seen the emergence of “new 

speakers” of Ukrainian and Belarusian: young people from Russophone families in Russian-

dominant areas who have consciously chosen to refashion their linguistic identities and practices, 

speaking the “titular” national language primarily or exclusively in their peer groups and in other 

domains where Russian typically dominates. 

 This project explores the links between Ukrainian and Belarusian new speakers’ social 

identities, ideological stances (as reflected in political attitudes, explicit metalinguistic discourse 

and language attitudes) and language practices, in particular their preference for linguistic 
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variants that are more divergent from those of their first language, Russian. The data for this 

study were obtained from focus group interviews with young “new speakers” and “traditional 

speakers” (i.e. native speakers since childhood) of Ukrainian and Belarusian that I conducted in 

Kyiv, Kharkiv, and Odesa, Ukraine, and Minsk and Homiel, Belarus, in the summer of 2019, 

along with interviews with language activists and educators, as well as data from Ukrainian-

language and Belarusian-language social media and news media discourse. On the basis of data 

from my 2019 focus group interviews, along with materials from earlier pilot focus group 

interviews and email surveys that I conducted in 2012-2013 and 2017, I am compiling 

questionnaires for new email surveys of young urban Ukrainian and Belarusian “new speakers” 

that I plan to administer in the fall and winter of 2019-2020.  

Research Goals:  

The ways in which “new speakers” of Ukrainian and Belarusian are evaluated by their native 

speaker and Russophone compatriots, as well as how they evaluate and describe their own 

language use and that of others are important sources of data for what we may call, following 

Bucholtz 2003, the discursive process of sociolinguistic ‘authentication,’ whereby the identities 

associated with specific linguistic variables, and the quality of sociolinguistic authenticity 

accorded to them, are negotiated and contested within and across different social groups.  In this 

comparative study, building on earlier pilot interviews and surveys that I conducted in 2012-13 

and 2017, I seek to determine the extent to which the social identities and language practices of 

young “new speakers” of Ukrainian and Belarusian differ from those of their native speaker 

peers, as well as how differences in state language policies in Ukraine and Belarus are reflected 

in the sociolinguistic profiles, social identities, language attitudes and linguistic authentication 
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strategies of  “new speakers” in the two countries. As individuals may be said to “co-construct” 

their social and linguistic identities through their participation in specific forms of social 

engagement (termed “communities of practice” by Lave and Wenger 1991), I also seek to 

determine to the extent to which “new speakers’” involvement in particular social practices (such 

as political activism, participation in exclusively or primarily Ukrainophone or Belarusophone 

civic and cultural organizations, etc.) influences their choice of linguistic variants that are more 

or less divergent from Russian. I will show that to a significant extent, the observed differences 

in the sociolinguistic profiles, social identities and language attitudes of young new speakers in 

Belarus and Ukraine, as well as their reported use of specific linguistic variables, may be 

attributed to a number of rather striking differences in state language policy in the two countries, 

particularly in the spheres of education and government administration.  

Research Activities: 

 I recruited participants for my focus group interviews in Ukraine primarily via social 

media, including various Facebook groups aimed primarily at Ukrainian-speaking youth. By the 

end of my first two weeks in Kyiv, I had received a sufficient number of responses to my 

invitation to participate to begin scheduling the focus group interviews. This proved, however, to 

be something of a challenge, given the fact that students were still taking final examinations in 

the first part of June, and other potential focus group participants who were already employed 

full-time were often unavailable during the day. As a result, some of those who had expressed 

interest in participating in the interviews opted to provide written answers to my focus group 

questions instead.   



 

 
 
 

Program for Research and Training on Eastern Europe and the Independent States of the Former Soviet Union (Title VIII) 
Funded by the U.S. Department of State and administered by American Councils for International Education: ACTR/ACCELS 

 I had planned two to three focus groups in Kyiv, one or two with “new speakers” and one 

with native speakers since childhood as a “control group.” Surprisingly for me, I had difficulty 

finding any Kyiv natives in the 18 to 28 age range who had grown up speaking Ukrainian at 

home; I had assumed that since according to 2018 survey data, a quarter of Kyivites report 

Ukrainian as their home language, and a further 37% report speaking both Ukrainian and 

Russian, there would be a sufficient number of focus group participants for the native speaker 

group. However, most of the responses I received from Ukrainian native speakers were from 

individuals who had grown up in Ukrainian-dominant regions of western Ukraine or rural central 

Ukraine; only two had actually been born and raised in Kyiv.  

 In addition to recruiting participants for the focus groups, I also issued a broader 

invitation to both “new speakers” and “traditional speakers,” ages 18-28, to participate in a 

survey, based in part on my focus group data, which I will be administering via email over the 

next few months. Thus far, from Kyiv I have around forty potential participants in the on-line 

survey, who I anticipate will be able to recruit additional survey participants among their friends 

and acquaintances. Utilizing the snowball sampling method, I am fairly confident that by the end 

of the year I will have at least 75-100 respondents from Kyiv.  

 In my original proposal for this project, which I had intended to carry out in February-

May of 2019, I had indicated that I planned to interview teachers and students of the free 

Ukrainian language courses for Russian-speaking adults that had been organized by a network of 

volunteers in Kyiv and the Russian-dominant cities of eastern and southern Ukraine 

(https://web.archive.org/web/20160331063149/http://movaua.org.ua/?page_id=16)). As I had to 

postpone my research trip until late May due to a change in my employment situation, I 



 

 
 
 

Program for Research and Training on Eastern Europe and the Independent States of the Former Soviet Union (Title VIII) 
Funded by the U.S. Department of State and administered by American Councils for International Education: ACTR/ACCELS 

unfortunately arrived after the classes had already ended for the summer. I was, however, able to 

contact one of the organizers and teachers of the free Ukrainian classes in Kyiv, Vira Shelud’ko, 

who told me that she would be happy to distribute my survey among her students when the 

classes resume this fall.   

 On June 15 I took the train from Kyiv to Kharkiv to continue my focus group interviews 

in Ukraine’s second-largest city. I was assisted in recruiting participants in the focus group 

interviews by two faculty members from Kharkiv National University, Halyna Kravchenkova, 

professor in the Department of Applied Sociology and Social Communications and president of 

the NGO Ukrains’ka ekspertna liga (Ukrainian Expert League), devoted to the study and 

analysis of Ukrainian civil society, and Oleksandr Khyzhniak, professor of sociology as well as 

head of the university’s International Relations Department. Profs. Kravchenkova and Khyzniak 

not only offered to provide a seminar room at the university for my interviews, but also to help 

recruit local focus group participants. The process of recruiting participants and scheduling the 

interviews took some time, but by my second week in Kharkiv I was able to conduct three very 

successful focus groups, two with “new speakers” and one with native speakers. As was the case 

in Kyiv, it proved extremely difficult to find any natives of Kharkiv who had grown up speaking 

Ukrainian at home; as a result, the Kharkiv native speaker focus group was made up almost 

entirely of young people who had grown up speaking Ukrainian, or in some cases, mixed 

Ukrainian-Russian varieties (surzhyk) in smaller towns and villages of the Kharkiv region or 

other parts of eastern Ukraine and had moved to Kharkiv either as children or as young adults.   

 On June 29 I flew from Kharkiv to Minsk to begin my focus group interviews with young 

new speakers and native speakers of Belarusian. As in Ukraine, in Belarus I disseminated my 
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invitation to participate in the focus group interviews via social media, as well as through the 

professional and social networks of my colleagues in Minsk and other cities.  Unfortunately, the 

response was rather uneven: the largest number of volunteers were from Minsk, followed by 

Homiel, and only a handful from Mahilëu and Viciebsk.  

 As I did not have any formal academic affiliations in Belarus, I had to rely on various 

NGOs to provide space for the focus group interviews. In Minsk I was fortunate enough to have 

the assistance of my friend and colleague Siarhej Zaprudski, an emeritus faculty member from 

the Department of the History of the Belarusian Language at Belarusian State University, and 

one of the few researchers in Belarus familiar with western sociolinguistic theory and research 

methods. Dr. Zaprudski helped me get in touch with Ms. Taccjana Niadbaj, President of the 

Belarusian PEN Center, who allowed me to use their facilities for my focus group interviews, 

and also helped recruit participants.  

  Thanks to the assistance of Ms. Niadbaj and the PEN Center staff, I was able to organize 

two very successful focus group interviews, one with “new speakers” and one with young 

Belarusophones who had spoken the language at home since childhood. In contrast to the native 

speaker interview I conducted in Kharkiv, where the participants were not native Kharkivites, for 

the Minsk native speaker group I had a more diverse group: three from Belarusian-speaking 

intelligentsia families, born and raised in Minsk, and two from rural areas who had moved to 

Minsk to attend college and remained there after graduation.  

 As was the case in Ukraine with the free Ukrainian-language courses for Russian 

speakers, in Belarus the free Belarusian classes for adults, known as Mova Nanova (“the 
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language anew”) (http://www.movananova.by), were already over for the summer, and thus it 

proved impossible to arrange for participant observation of the classes or interview students. 

However, during my time in Minsk in the first part of July I was able to arrange to meet with the 

journalist, writer and language activist Hleb Labadzenka, who together with the linguist and 

language pedagogy specialist Alesia Litvinouskaja, was one of the organizers and teachers for 

the popular Mova Nanova classes, which have spread from Minsk to numerous other cities and 

towns in Belarus.  

 From Minsk, on July 13 I proceeded to Homiel, the second-largest city in Belarus.  

Unfortunately, a number of factors conspired to slow my progress once I arrived there. First of 

all, it turned out that the person who had offered to assist with the focus group interviews there, 

Jauhen Merkis of “Talaka,” a Homiel-based NGO focusing on regional studies which had hosted 

me during my fieldwork there back in 2013, had other commitments at that time and was unable 

to help me recruit participants. To make matters worse, shortly after my arrival in Homiel I 

contracted a serious bronchial infection, which, in combination with a fever and general 

weakness, left me unable to work for nearly a week.  

 Fortunately, by my second week in Homiel my condition had improved somewhat, and I 

was finally able to get in touch with Alesia Aulаsevich, founder and director of the Center for the 

Belarusian Language, affiliated with the Homiel branch of the F. Skaryna Belarusian Language 

Society (a NGO promoting the Belarusian language and supporting efforts to expand Belarusian-

language education, with branches throughout Belarus). The Center has become an important 

focal point for the local Belarusian-speaking community, particularly young people, organizing 

screenings of popular foreign films dubbed into Belarusian, lectures, free language classes, and 



 

 
 
 

Program for Research and Training on Eastern Europe and the Independent States of the Former Soviet Union (Title VIII) 
Funded by the U.S. Department of State and administered by American Councils for International Education: ACTR/ACCELS 

Belarusian-language discussions (this is, in fact, one of the few venues in Homiel that regularly 

holds public discussions on such topics as gender identity and LGBT rights).  The Center also 

hosts a parents’ group, providing support for young parents wishing to raise their children as 

Belarusian speakers.  

 Ms. Aulasevich kindly allowed me to use the facilities of the Center for the Belarusian 

Language to conduct my focus group interviews, and was able to recruit eight “new speakers” 

from among the Center’s frequent visitors. Unfortunately, I was only able to find one native 

speaker respondent, an 18-year old son of a professor at Francysk Skaryna University in Homiel. 

The situation would have been somewhat better, I was told, had I been able to conduct the 

interviews before the beginning of summer vacation, as many local Belarusian-speaking students 

were out of town or abroad in July.  

 In addition to the focus group interviews, while in Homiel I was able to meet and 

interview the language rights activists Ihar Sluchak and Alina Nahorskaja, organizers of the 

campaigns Spravavodstva pa-belarusku (“official documentation in Belarusian”) and Umovy dlja 

movy (“conditions for the language”). It was largely thanks to lobbying by Mr. Sluchak that the 

Belarusian parliament passed a law several years ago requiring government agencies to reply to 

citizens’ correspondence in the language used in the original (in the past, citizens writing to 

government agencies in Belarusian nearly always received replies in Russian). Mr. Sluchak and 

Ms. Nahornaja are currently involved in efforts to pressure local government authorities to 

implement existing language legislation by providing Belarusian-language or bilingual signage.  
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 On account of the fact that I had lost so much time in Homiel due to my illness and 

various organizational problems, I decided to forgo any attempts to organize interviews in 

Mahilëu and to proceed directly to Viciebsk, Belarus’s fourth-largest city. I arrived in Viciebsk 

by bus on July 19th, hoping to be able to conduct at least one interview with local “new speakers” 

with the assistance of Prof. Henadz’ Artsiamënak, chair of the Department of the Belarusian 

Language at Viciebsk State University. Although Prof. Artsiamënak had enthusiastically offered 

his assistance when I first wrote to him in June, when I arrived in Viciebsk I learned that he was 

out of town and found it impossible to reach him by phone. It may be that Prof. Artsiamënak’s 

unexpected disappearance was due to concerns on his part about providing assistance to an 

American researcher who did not have an official affiliation with the university.  

 As I had had little success in recruiting focus group participants in Viciebsk on my own, I 

decided to return to Minsk on the 24th in order to conduct additional interviews with language 

activists. I hope, however, to be able to recruit respondents in Viciebsk and Mahilëu for my 

email survey this fall through social media.   

 Following my return to Minsk in late July, I was able to interview the young language 

activists Basia Puchynskaja and Ales’ Sneh from the Art-Siadziba youth cultural center, which 

since its creation in 2011 has organized a range of innovative programs and activities to promote 

the Belarusian language among urban youth. In addition to concerts, literary readings, and 

screenings of European and American films dubbed into Belarusian, Art-Siadziba has recently 

launched a series of public interviews with prominent young Belarusian-speaking Belarusians, 

including businesspeople, athletes, IT-specialists, civil society activists, designers, musicians, 

artists and others, to discuss the role that the Belarusian language has played in their lives and 
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careers. The goal of Art-Siadziba’s “Belarusian Speakers” (Belaruskamounyja) interviews is to 

show young Belarusians that being a Belarusian speaker (whether native or “new speaker”) is not 

a liability in modern Belarus, but rather can expand one’s social horizons and career prospects.  

 On July 27 I flew from Minsk back to Kyiv to continue my fieldwork in Ukraine. I hoped 

to organize another focus group with “new speakers” in Kyiv at that time, but unfortunately the 

few individuals who had responded to my updated invitation had schedule conflicts and were 

unable to come to the American Councils office for the interview.  

 I flew to Odesa on July 31 to continue my interviews there. Given the small size of 

Odesa’s Ukrainian-speaking community, I had anticipated that it would be a challenge to recruit 

a large enough number of focus group participants, particularly during the summer vacation 

period. Moreover, not having a formal affiliation with Odesa State University, I had to rely on 

members of the local Ukrainian-speaking community to assist me. Fortunately, thanks to Halyna 

Dolnyk, the proprietor of the Ukrainian-language bookstore and café Knyharnia-kav’iarnia, an 

important focal point for Odesa’s small but active Ukrainian-speaking minority, I was able to 

organize two mixed interviews of “new speakers” and native speakers. However, due to the 

amount of time it took me to arrange the interviews in Odesa (nearly two weeks), I ended up 

having to abandon my plan of conducting interviews in the city of Dnipro, where I also had no 

academic affiliation, and had only been able to recruit a couple of potential interview participants 

on my own.  
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Important Research Findings: 

Ukraine 

The timing of my trip to Ukraine was particularly interesting given the major political transition 

underway and the fact that the Verkhovna Rada had just passed a new language law ostensibly 

enhancing the role of Ukrainian as the state language (signed into law by outgoing president 

Petro Poroshenko in May, and entering into force on July 16). Moreover, the Ukrainian Cabinet 

of Ministers had just approved a reform of Ukrainian orthography, based on recommendations of 

the government-appointed Orthographic Commission (in fact, including not only orthographic, 

but also grammatical features) on May 22; as of June 3, the new rules officially came into force.  

 In Kyiv I heard much more Ukrainian spoken on the streets, including by fashionably-

dressed young people, than I had during previous visits to the city in 2013 and 2007. I was also 

struck by how many salespeople and cashiers initiated contact with customers in Ukrainian, 

rather than Russian; it appears that in some cases this is a simply a matter of individual 

preference, and in others, company policy, no doubt connected with the new language law.  

 My observations of the language situation in Kyiv appear largely congruent with recent 

studies showing that the city is gradually becoming a truly bilingual metropolis, perhaps 

somewhat akin to Brussels, despite the lack of official status for Russian. The focus group 

participants in Kyiv all agreed with the assertion that Ukrainian is becoming more widely spoken 

in the city, and that the number of young Kyivites switching from Russian to Ukrainian is also 

increasing (if only slowly). However, the growth of the Ukrainian-speaking population of Kyiv 

is probably still primarily due to the influx of people from Ukrainian-dominant areas in the west 
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of the country, as well as rural areas and smaller towns in central Ukraine, rather than shift of 

Russian speakers to Ukrainian.   

 What is striking, however, at least compared to language revitalization contexts in 

western Europe (Galicia, the Basque Country, Wales, Brittany, Ireland, etc.), is that there is no 

real distinction drawn in everyday metalinguistic discourse between what I term Ukrainian “new 

speakers” and native speakers, at least in terms of the issue of sociolinguistic authenticity; as 

long as an individual avoids language mixture with Russian and observes the rules of correct 

standard pronunciation and grammar, how long he or she has been speaking Ukrainian is of little 

importance. Native speaker informants occasionally noted that “new speakers” lack some of the 

dialectal words or regionalisms characteristic of those who were raised in Ukrainian-speaking 

homes, but this is not presented as a fundamental challenge to the authenticity of their Ukrainian 

speech.  

 In the focus groups I asked participants their opinion as to where in Ukraine people speak 

the “best Ukrainian”; although some referred in passing to the origins of standard Ukrainian in 

the Poltava region, the majority opinion seems to be that wherever educated people speak 

Ukrainian, that is the best Ukrainian; that is, the notion of the standard has become nearly 

entirely deterritorialized (again, unlike western European minoritized languages such as Irish, 

Welsh, Galician and others, where sociolinguistic “authenticity” is closely tied easily identifiable 

territorial varieties). For central and eastern Ukrainians, including “new speakers”, western 

Ukraine, although it is more emphatically or “authentically” Ukrainian speaking, is not 

particularly attractive as a model for correct usage, as the focus group participants pointed out 

various regionalisms in common usage in western Ukraine that they regarded as non-standard.  
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 In general, focus group participants, both “new speakers” and native speakers, reported 

little discrimination against Ukrainian speakers, although nearly all of them reported instances 

where they experienced discomfort on account of their speaking Ukrainian. One young woman 

in Kyiv (age 21), born and raised in Kyiv in a Ukrainian-speaking family, related how difficult 

her school years were for her, being the only Ukrainian-speaking child in her class.   

  As regards the reintroduction of elements of the pre-1933 Ukrainian orthography and 

grammar, I found, as I had in focus group interviews in 2013 as well as in a pilot e-mail survey 

of “new speakers” in 2017, that there was little support for this reform, whether among “new 

speakers” or native speakers since childhood. This raises serious questions as to how the recently 

enacted orthographic and grammatical reform, which recognizes some of the pre-1933 variants 

as permissible within the standard, will actually be implemented in the educational system and 

official usage.   

 Kharkiv, in contrast to Kyiv, showed fewer changes in language practices since 2013. 

Nonetheless, I did hear Ukrainian used more in the service sector, for example, Kharkiv 

employees of certain national chains such as Aroma Kava and Lviv Croissants now address 

clients in Ukrainian (even if sometimes speaking Russian amongst themselves). Particularly 

striking was the fact that most younger customers, while ordering in Russian, had no difficulty 

understanding the Ukrainian-speaking staff.  

 The Kharkiv and Odesa focus group participants, both 'new speakers' and native 

speakers, reported few instances of outright linguistic discrimination against Ukrainian speakers, 

but did note the difficulties associated with being a Ukrainian speaker in an overwhelmingly 
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Russian-speaking city (according to a 2018 survey, only 3% of Kharkivites speak Ukrainian at 

home; 81% speak Russian, and 16% speak both Ukrainian and Russian); according to the same 

survey, in Odesa, 4% report speaking Ukrainian at home; 79% Russian, and 16% both Ukrainian 

and Russian).  In both cities, Ukrainian speakers from rural areas or western Ukraine very often 

end up using Russian in public, while many “new speakers” of Ukrainian from Russian-speaking 

backgrounds often choose to leave for Kyiv, where conditions have become much more 

conducive to speaking Ukrainian in public and using Ukrainian in professional settings.  

Belarus 

The timing of  my research trip to Belarus was no less interesting than my visit to Ukraine, given 

the increased pressure the Kremlin is putting on Minsk to “deepen” integration between the two 

states, including the introduction of a common currency, a common legal system, and potentially 

even a common army, parliament and presidency. Many of my interlocutors expressed concern 

about Russia’s intentions vis-à-vis Belarus, as well as alarm over the apparent indifference of 

many ordinary Belarusians to their country’s potential loss of independence.  

  Despite reports in the Russian and international press about Lukashenka's alleged new 

policy of 'soft Belarusianization' in response to Russia's efforts to erode Belarusian sovereignty, 

there is in fact little evidence of a fundamental change in the Belarusian government's approach 

to the language issue. As some of the focus group participants in both Minsk and Homiel noted, 

what positive changes in the language sphere that have occurred in recent years are largely the 

result of citizen initiatives; the government itself appears to be more concerned with maintaining 

and reproducing the linguistic status quo, where Russian predominates in most spheres of public 
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life, while Belarusian receives state support primarily in the cultural sphere (essentially a 

continuation of 1970s-early 80s Soviet language policy in the BSSR).  

 Focus group participants in both Minsk and Homiel agreed that recent years have seen an 

increase in the number of young people from urban Russian-speaking families choosing to make 

Belarusian their primary language. Particularly interesting was the comment of one interviewee 

in Minsk, who noted that young Belarusian speakers are becoming increasingly diverse in terms 

of interests, political views, and cultural orientations.   

 Other focus group participants noted a paradoxical tendency: parallel with the increase in 

the number of young “new speakers” of Belarusian in the cities, the number of young people 

overall who can at least understand spoken Belarusian and even answer a question in the 

language is decreasing, due to the diminishing role of Belarusian in education (since the mid-

2000s, the only classes taught in Belarusian are Belarusian language and literature, generally 

only 3 times a week, while Belarusian geography and history are increasingly being taught in 

Russian). Whereas previously, some focus group participants noted, urban youth often had 

grandparents in the villages, and during the summer they would get exposure to at least dialectal 

Belarusian; now, more often than not, the grandparents are also urban residents, and speak 

Russian to their grandchildren.  

 It was particularly interesting to hear the focus group participants’ responses regarding 

the role of the internet (social media, various language learning and reference tools, etc.) in their 

transition to Belarusian. In the Ukrainian focus group interviews, only one or two people said 

that the internet had played any role in their switching to Ukrainian, and at that only a minor one, 
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while nearly all participants in my Belarusian “new speaker” focus group in Minsk and Homiel 

said that the internet greatly contributed to their transition to Belarusian (above all, by helping 

them overcome the sense of isolation they often experience in Belarus’s predominantly 

Russophone cities).  

 Most “new speaker” and native speaker focus group participants in Minsk and Homiel 

noted that the attitude toward Belarusian speakers in public spaces was on the whole positive, or 

at least neutral. Active hostility is fairly rare, and a number of participants asserted that most 

often, the most hostile reactions come not from ethnic Belarusians, but rather newcomers from 

other parts of the former Soviet Union.  

 One problem that the Homiel focus group participants emphasized was the instability of 

the city’s Belarusian-speaking community; many young Belarusian speakers, whether “new 

speakers” or native speakers, end up leaving for Minsk or go abroad (especially Poland, western 

Europe or the US) to attend university or find work. This was rather reminiscent of the situation 

of Ukrainian speakers in cities such as Kharkiv and Odesa.  
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Fig. 1. The monument on Bul’var Shevchenka to Mykola Shchors, Ukrainian Red Army 
commander during the Civil War, is one of the few Soviet monuments in Kyiv to survive the 
‘decommunization’ drive following the Revolution of Dignity in 2013-2014. It is now covered by 
scaffolding and shielded from public view by a fabric screen bearing the text: “Help your own 
army (or) support a foreign one: the choice is yours” (sponsored by the NGO Come Back Alive, 
which provides technical support for soldiers in the Donbas war zone through crowdfunding).  

 

Fig. 2. The researcher with a group of Ukrainian “new speakers” at Kharkiv University, June 
2019. 
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Part of a display on the war in eastern Ukraine by veteran and volunteer organizations on 
Freedom Square in central Kharkiv. The Russian-language text reads: “Is Kharkiv next? What 
have you done so that Kharkiv won’t be next?” 

 

 

Concert by the popular medieval/folk-fusion band Stary Olsa in the Upper Town, Minsk, 
Belarusian Independence Day, July 3, 2019. At the beginning of the concert, the leader of the 
band announced to the audience that the concert was dedicated to “our glorious victory on July 
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3, 1660” (sic!) (this is a reference to the fact that July 3 is the anniversary not only of the 
liberation of Minsk from Nazi occupation by the Red Army in 1944, the event officially 
commemorated by the Independence Day ceremonies, but also the city’s liberation from 
Muscovite invaders by the forces of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth in 1660).  

 

Participants in one of my focus group interviews with Belarusian “new speakers” at the 
Belarusian PEN Center in Minsk, July 2019 

 

Policy Implications and Recommendations:  

Since Ukraine and Belarus gained their independence in 1991, the US has consistently opposed 

linguistic discrimination against the minoritized national languages of the two East Slavic 

countries, seeking to redress the effects of decades of linguistic and cultural russification under 

Soviet rule. US support for the Ukrainian and Belarusian languages has been realized in a variety 

of ways, including their use by US diplomatic personnel in the two countries, as well as through 

direct or indirect funding of NGOs and media outlets promoting the use of Ukrainian and 

Belarusian and/or employing them, rather than Russian, as their working language. Perhaps the 



 

 
 
 

Program for Research and Training on Eastern Europe and the Independent States of the Former Soviet Union (Title VIII) 
Funded by the U.S. Department of State and administered by American Councils for International Education: ACTR/ACCELS 

best known of these US-sponsored language-related initiatives are the Ukrainian and Belarusian 

services of Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty. 

 In an earlier pilot study of “new speakers” of Belarusian, I found that the Belarusian 

Service of RFE/RL (particularly its website) was not only an important source of news and 

information for this particular demographic, but also frequently influenced their choice of 

linguistic variants associated with the pre-1933 Belarusian standard language (employed by the 

post-WWII Belarusian diaspora in the West and in all broadcasts and publications by RFE/RL). 

Given the more developed and diverse domestic Ukrainian-language media environment in 

Ukraine, and the fact that the Ukrainian service of RFE/RL employs the same standard variety as 

much of the mainstream Ukrainian-language media, the impact of RFE/RL on Ukrainian “new 

speakers’” linguistic choices is minimal, at best.  

 Even before the onset of the Russian-Ukrainian conflict in 2013-2014, it was clear that 

Russia was willing and able to use alleged discrimination against “Russian speakers” as a pretext 

for intervention in the former Soviet region. While from a human rights standpoint it is important 

for the US and EU to oppose language-based discrimination against Russophones in these 

countries, all too often, the Russian government’s claims of linguistic discrimination in the “Near 

Abroad” are spurious or greatly exaggerated, and often do not take into account local perceptions 

and language policy preferences. As I seek to demonstrate in this study, it is important for US 

and western policymakers to bear in mind that, in spite of the Putin regime’s attempts to 

essentialize and exploit them to further its geopolitical agenda, Russian-speaking Ukrainians and 

Belarusians are not monolithic groups, and that linguistic identity and language practices among 

Russophones in Ukraine, and to some extent also in Belarus, are becoming more, not less fluid. 
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For a better understanding of the sociolinguistic dynamics in contemporary Ukraine and Belarus, 

it is also important to take into account the fact that formerly Russophone “new speakers” may in 

some areas soon outnumber “traditional” speakers of the national languages. The language 

practices of these “new speakers” will thus have an important impact not only on the long-term 

vitality of the Ukrainian and Belarusian languages, but also on the future evolution of their 

standard varieties.  

Co-Curricular Activity:   

 While in Kyiv in the first part of June, I consulted with a number of researchers focusing 

on Ukrainian sociolinguistics and language policy and planning in Ukraine, including Professor 

Larysa Masenko of the Department of Ukrainian Language at the National University Kyiv-

Mohyla Academy, Dr. Volodymyr Kulyk, head research fellow at the Insitute of Political and 

Ethnic Studies, National Academy of Sciences of Ukraine and a leading specialist on language 

policy and language attitudes in Ukraine, as well as the visiting Austrian Ukrainianist Prof. 

Michael Moser, one of the leading authorities on the history of the Ukrainian standard language. 

Professor Masenko not only kindly provided references for recent publications by Ukrainian 

researchers on the language situation in Kyiv, as well as language use of Kyiv youth, but also 

helped me get in touch with a number of students at Mohyla Academy who met my criteria for 

participation in the focus group interviews.  

 During my stay in Kyiv I also had the opportunity to attend the interdisciplinary 

symposium “The Era of Holodomor in Linguistic and Conceptual Representations of the World”  

(June 7-8), co-sponsored by the Institute of National Memory, the Institute of History of the 

Ukrainian Academy of Sciences, and the Canadian Institute of Ukrainian Studies. Among the 
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issues discussed was the fate of the so-called Kharkiv orthography, the Ukrainian standard 

adopted in 1928 and replaced in 1933 with a more russified version that dominated throughout 

the rest of the Soviet period. Some orthographic and grammatical variants associated with the 

Kharkiv orthography, which survived in the usage of the post-WWII Ukrainian diaspora, are 

now, as of June 2019, once more recognized by the Ukrainian government as standard. Given the 

ongoing debates regarding lexical and grammatical variation in modern standard Ukrainian, I 

included a question regarding “new speakers” and “traditional speakers’” attitudes toward these 

pre-1933 variants and toward their possible revival and spread in contemporary usage.  

 When I returned to Kyiv from Minsk in late July, I gave an interview to a reporter from 

the Ukrinform news agency about my research in Ukraine and Belarus 

(https://www.ukrinform.ua/rubric-society/2758841-kurt-vulgajzer-amerikanskij-doslidnik-

ukrainskoi-ta-biloruskoi-mov.html).  

 During my final visit to Kyiv (August 18-20) I met with Dr. Lyudmyla Pidkuimukha, a 

sociolinguist from the Department of Ukrainian at Kyiv-Mohyla Academy and colleague of Prof. 

Larysa Masenko, who is currently investigating the impact of military service in Donbas on the 

language use of Russian-speaking Ukrainian servicemen and women; she expressed interest in 

my project, and offered to provide feedback on the linguistic questionnaires that I will be sending 

to young “new speakers” and “traditional” speakers in Kyiv, Kharkiv, Odesa and Dnipro later 

this fall. 

  As for my fieldwork in Belarus, my primary scholarly contact was Dr. Siarhei Zaprudski, 

emeritus faculty in the Department of the History of the Belarusian Language at Belarusian State 
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University, and one of the few linguists in Belarus focusing on sociolinguistic issues. Dr. 

Zaprudski, whom I have known since my first research trip to Belarus in 1990-1991, provided 

valuable feedback on my focus group interview and survey questions, as well as assisting with 

the organization of my focus group interviews in Minsk. While in Minsk I also spoke with Prof. 

Henadz’ Cychun, now an emeritus member of the Belarusian Academy of Sciences who has also 

published extensively on the language situation in Belarus.  

 In Minsk I also had the opportunity to meet with Dr. Pavel Tsierashkovich, an 

anthropologist formerly affiliated with the European Humanities University (now in exile in 

Vilnius), who is now involved in efforts to create a privately-funded Belarusian-language 

university in Minsk, Nil Hilevich University (https://www.nhu.by). Dr. Tsierashkovich indicated 

that whereas in the past, the Belarusian Ministry of Education had created numerous obstacles 

for any initiatives to establish an institution of this type in Belarus, over the last two years or so 

the ministry has become much more cooperative, allowing the university to proceed with official 

registration in 2018.  

Conclusions: 

While new speakers at present may still account for only a minority of self-identified speakers of 

Belarusian and Ukrainian, the linguistic choices that they are making today will have a 

significant impact on the future development and long-term vitality of the two languages. Like 

their counterparts in the Republic of Ireland, Northern Ireland, Scotland, Wales, Brittany, Galicia 

and other parts of Europe, Belarusian and Ukrainian new speakers are sometimes considered 

“inauthentic,” due both to the supposedly “unnatural” manner in which they acquired the 
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language (i.e. through schooling and/or independent study), and in some cases to the perception 

that they speak an “artificial” language that is no one’s native vernacular. However, while in the 

western European cases mentioned here, “authenticity” is discursively located in “traditional” 

rural dialects, in the Belarusian and Ukrainian case, the focus of ideological contestation is 

variation within the standard language, in particular, the existence of competing codifications, in 

both cases, pre- and post-1933.  

 The social motivations and identities of Belarusian and Ukrainian new speakers also 

show some points of similarity with new speakers of Irish in the Republic of Ireland and of 

Galician in Spain, as discussed by O’Rourke (2011). On the one hand, young Belarusian new 

speakers, for whom use of the language is often an expression of individual freedom and an 

openly elite or elitist stance, would appear to resemble their Irish counterparts, about whom 

O’Rourke writes:  “In the Irish context where English has become the language of the majority 

of the population, the minority language would seem to be used by this subgroup of students to 

symbolize an authentic individuality, allowing them to ‘stand out’, and Irish is used as an 

expression of difference, reflecting a heightened concern about self-realization and identity” 

(O’Rourke 2011: 138).  

 At the same time, due to the continued association of the public use of Belarusian, and, at 

least in eastern and southern Ukraine, Ukrainian with an overtly “nationalistic” political stance, 

new speakers of Belarusian and Ukrainian may also be said to face some of the same difficulties 

experienced by new speakers of Galician. As O’Rourke notes: “…although a nationalist ideology 

seems to be leading to increased use of Galician among certain young people brought up in 

Spanish-speaking homes, on the other hand, it can also be seen as a factor which may be 
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inhibiting the more widespread incorporation of ‘new speakers’ and may also be deterring less 

ideologically minded native Galician speakers…from using the language or at least using it in 

social contexts where Spanish was traditionally the more ‘acceptable’ variety (O’Rourke 2011: 

141).  

 Thus, in the context of the emerging body of sociolinguistic research focusing on the 

linguistic practices and identities of new speakers in regional and minoritized speech 

communities, the Belarusian and Ukrainian cases present not only clear parallels to new speakers 

in smaller endangered language communities, but also a number of unique features, reflecting 

the impact both of Soviet and post-Soviet language policies as well as standard language 

ideologies associated with what may be called, using a term coined by Schiffman (1996) Soviet 

and Russian “linguistic culture.”   

Plans for Future Research Agenda/Presentations and Publications:  

I plan to write a series of articles based on the data from my summer 2019 interviews and the 

email surveys that I will be conducting in the fall and winter of 2019-2020. The first of these will 

be for a special issue of the International Journal of Bilingualism on “new speakers” of regional 

and minoritized languages; it will appear with other papers from the workshop on “new 

speakers” and variationist sociolinguistic theory at the annual convention of the Societas 

Linguistica Europaea in Leipzig, Germany, that I participated in late August of this year.  

 I will also present some of my findings from my summer fieldwork in my presentation 

for the roundtable “Language Ideology and Folk Linguistics: Eastern European and Eurasian 

Perspectives” at the annual convention of the Association for Slavic, East European and Eurasian 

Studies in San Francisco in November of this year. In addition, I have proposed a paper on the 
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role of civic society and the private sector in language planning and policy in Belarus, based in 

part on interviews with language activists that I conducted in Minsk and Homiel over the 

summer, for a panel on contemporary Belarusian culture and society at the World Congress of 

the International Congress of Central and East European Studies in Montreal in August 2020.  

 Over the next year, I intend to conduct follow-up sociolinguistic interviews via Skype 

with some of the participants in my summer 2019 focus groups in Ukraine and Belarus, in order 

to supplement the focus group and survey data with recorded samples of spontaneous speech.  
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