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Abstract

This article examines Russian language policies in the temporarily occupied
territories of Ukraine in light of historical precedents. It shows how current
policies of Russification echo imperial practices from the nineteenth century,
identifying recurring ideological tropes in Russian discourse depicting Ukrainian
as a dialect, an artificial construct, or a dangerous political project. These
narratives are shown to be part of a broader imperial tradition that claims authority
to define linguistic reality and uses language as a tool of political control. In
contrast, the article reconstructs a Ukrainian perspective through debates in the
journal Osnova (1861-1862), highlighting a pragmatic and inclusive approach to
language development, grounded in usage, variation, and communicative
function. These dynamics can be productively understood within a broader
framework of differing language cultures, with Russian traditions tending toward
prescriptive and hierarchical models, and Ukrainian language culture toward
performative, pluralistic, and practice-oriented forms.

1. Preamble

In September 1861, Vasyl Bilozerskyj, editor of the Ukrainian journal Osnova — the
main venue for debates about the Ukrainian language during the two years of its
existence — published an editorial laying out the journal’s programme for the upcoming
year 1862. He writes:

Slovo 66:1 (2026), 330-348. DOI 10.33063/slovo.v6611.1239


mailto:ingunn.lunde@uib.no

Bormpocs — Ovims unu He 6bimp HalleH CIOBECHOCTU? eIle HEJABHO COCTSBIILTB IPEAMETH CIIOpa I
MHOTHXb; HO €ro pasphbuimia yTBepAUTEIbHO caMa XHM3Hb, HETOJIAIOIIAsCS HUKAKOW NpeB3sITOH
Teopin. HUKTO Temepps He CKaXeTb, YTO YKPAUHCKON CIIOBECHOCTH HIMb, KaKb, ObIBAIIO, TOBOPUIIU
nucanmu npexe. (Bilozerskyj [Belozerskij] 1861: 2-3; italics in the original)!

The question whether our written culture should or should not exist has until recently been a topic of
debate for many; but life itself has resolved it in the affirmative, defying any preconceived theory. [...]
No one can say now that a Ukrainian written culture does not exist, as they used to say and write
before.?

Two years later, on 27 June 1863, interior minister in the Russian empire, Petr Valueyv,
received a letter from Orest Novyc’kyj, head of the Kyiv Censorship Committee, urging
him to “[...] npuHATH Kakue-1M00 MEphl MIPOTUB OOHAPYKUBAIOLIETOCS CTPEMIICHUS
HEKOTOPBIX MaJOPOCCOB, & COBMECTHO C HUMH | TIOJISKOB, OTUYKJIaTh 3ICITHUI HApO.
oT obmmepycckux si3pika U HapogHocTu.” (Novyc’kyj [1863] 2015: 73) (“take measures
against the apparent aspirations of some Little Russians, and together with them Poles,
to alienate the local people from the common Russian language and nationality”).
Novyc’kyj states that:

[6ompmmHCTBO ManopoccusH] [...] BeCbMa OCHOBATEIbHO JOKA3bIBAIOT, YTO HUKAKOTO OCOOCHHOTO
MaJIOPOCCHHCKOTO $5I3bIKa HE OBUIO, HET M OBITh HE MOXKET, M YTO Hapedue MX, ynorpedisemoe
IIPOCTOHAPOJILEM, €CTh TOT K€ PYCCKHUIA A3bIK, TOJIHKO UCTIOPYECHHBIN BINSHIEM Ha Hero [lombmm, |...]
(Novyc’kyj [1861] 2015:72)

[most Little Russians] [...] argue quite convincingly that a distinct Little Russian language did not,
does not, and cannot exist, and that their dialect as spoken by the simple folk is the same as the Russian
Language, only corrupted by the influence from Poland, [...]

Three weeks later, these famous phrases went into the Valuev circular of 1863, banning
the use of Ukrainian in a range of genres, in particular, those most relevant for basic
general education. This was a hard blow for ongoing Ukrainian efforts to educate
peasants and their children, an endeavour reflected by at least six Ukrainian-language
primers published between 1857 and 1861 (see Figure 1).4

! The orthographic conventions applied in the various cited editions have been retained. This inter alia means that
in some instances, pre-revolutionary spelling has been modernized, while in others it remains unchanged. All
translations are my own.

2 The passage echoes similar phrases from the 1861 programme, published in the very first volume of Osnova, but
seems to have gained a little in confidence: “Bb nHame Bpems, uncio 6omrbe uian Menbe napoBUTHIXD FOXKHO-
PYCCKHMXb IHCaTeNel yBeIMUMBAETCS Chb KQXKIBIMb T'0JIOM; Bb Hallle BpeMsi, BOIIPOCH — MOXHO JIM U cabayeTs
MHCaTh MO-F0’KHO-PYCCKH, MJIH, YTO BCE PaBHO, — ITO-yKPAMHCKH, pa3pbuiens camumsb 1biioms.” (Osnova 1, 1861,
2). (“These days, the number of more or less talented Southern Russian writers is growing every year; these days,
the question of whether it is possible and appropriate to write in Southern Russian, or, what amounts to the same
thing, in Ukrainian, is resolved by the matter itself.”). “Southern Russian” and “Little Russian” are common
nineteenth-century imperial terms for Ukrainian.

3 For broader historical context on the Valuev circular, see, among others, Saunders 1993, Remy 2017, Sandra
2015, Moser 2017, with references.

4+ Among the authors of Ukrainian-language primers were leading Ukrainian writers such as Taras Sevéenko and
Pantelejmon Kulis.
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2. Introduction

This article takes as its starting point the language policies implemented by Russian
occupation authorities in the temporarily occupied territories of Ukraine.’> Drawing on
statements published in official and semi-official sources, I examine what these texts
reveal about Russian conceptions of the Ukrainian language and how their ideas echo
patterns rooted in the imperial tradition. However, I also have a broader, more ambitious
goal: to propose a framework for thinking about differences in the language cultures of
Ukrainian and Russian. Here, my aim is to broaden the perspective when discussing in
what ways, and to which degree, Ukrainian is different from Russian, or vice versa. It is
a question that comes up in many contexts, linguistic, political and cultural.

Let me unpack this a little. The question “How different are Ukrainian and Russian?”
i1s usually answered by referring to a particular percentage of common vocabulary
(62%), which is in turn compared to percentages of common vocabulary between, say,
Ukrainian and Polish (70%), or Ukrainian and Belarusian (84%).°

If we look beyond vocabulary and delve deeper into the question, we find numerous
structural similarities between Ukrainian and Russian, but also significant differences.
The latter include distinctions in noun and verb morphology, the presence of a synthetic
future form in Ukrainian, significant variations in the quantity and use of particles, and
many others. We can also point to differences in the alphabets, (historical) phonetics
and pronunciation, and, not least, in the historical and political contexts that shaped the
emergence and development of their respective standard languages.

This last category brings us to the topic of language culture or the slightly narrower
notion of /inguistic culture, which Harold Schiffman defines as:

[...] a set of behaviors, assumptions, cultural forms, prejudices, folk belief systems, attitudes,
stereotypes, ways of thinking about language, and religio-historical circumstances associated with a
particular language. (Schiffman 1996: 5)

Language culture is a broad concept encompassing everything that occurs on the
margins and in the contexts of a language’s existence and life in a society. It has to do
with language policies, linguistic ideologies or ideas about language, language attitudes,
linguistic usage and linguistic reflexivity: debates about language.

In this article, my claim is that language culture represents a domain — perhaps the
domain — where Ukrainian and Russian diverge most profoundly. I will be concerned
with ideas about language and my primary focus will be on Russian conceptions of
Ukrainian, as reflected in the discourse accompanying language policies implemented
in the occupied regions of Ukraine, and in selected historical parallels, most of them

5> As of April 2026, Russia occupies approximately 20% of Ukraine: Crimea in its entirety; parts of Kherson,
Zaporizhzhia, Donetsk and Luhansk regions.

¢ Figures according to Ethnologue: Languages of the World, https://www.ethnologue.com/language/ukr/.
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dating from the early 1860s. In the final section, I will complement this discussion with
brief insights into Ukrainian conceptions of their own language, with particular attention
to the years preceding the Valuev circular.’

3. Language policies in the temporarily occupied territories of
Ukraine

Our main sources on developments in the temporarily occupied territories of Ukraine
include reports from human rights organizations, regular occupation updates from the
Institute for the Study of War, and ongoing reporting on language policy from the State
Language Protection Commissioner of Ukraine (e.g. Hird 2024; Human Rights Watch
2024; Luhansk Regional Human Rights Center “Alternative” 2025; UpovnovaZenyj; see
also Bekken 2025; McGlynn 2026; Pidkujmuxa 2026).

Language policies in the occupied territories have followed somewhat different
trajectories in Crimea, the so-called DNR (Donetsk People’s Republic) and LNR
(Luhansk People’s Republic) and, since 2022, in the occupied parts of Donetsk,
Luhansk, Zaporizhzhia and Kherson regions. Overall, however, Russia’s approach to
language policy in occupied Ukraine can be broadly summarized as follows:

1. Russia has implemented extensive ‘“re-education” measures that amount to
indoctrination and incorporate elements of militarization. These policies are most
visible in school subjects such as history, literature, language, and culture, where
curricula are redesigned to align with Russian narratives. Children from the
occupied territories are sent to “re-education” camps, many of which include
military training.® Teachers are either subjected to ideological retraining or
replaced with personnel brought in from Russia, while Ukrainian textbooks are
removed and replaced with Russian ones or new materials prepared specifically
for the occupied regions. Beyond the classroom, Ukrainian-language books are
systematically destroyed, and large-scale imports of Russian-language
publications reinforce the ongoing process of cultural and linguistic assimilation.

2. Inthis process, Ukrainian is gradually downgraded from a language of instruction
to a mere subject. Ukrainian lessons eventually become optional, upholding a
facade of choice, before being abolished altogether — typically justified by claims
of “lack of interest” among parents and, as of autumn 2025, by reference to “the
changed geopolitical situation in the world.” (Jaémennikova 2025).

7 With reference to imperial times, what I here call “Russian” and “Ukrainian” conceptions largely reflect ideas
shaped by representatives of intellectual and cultural elites. In the discourse accompanying Russian language
policies the temporarily occupied territories of Ukraine, the picture is somewhat more mixed.

8 Many of these camps are heavily militarized and some equal military training facilities, see, e.g., the recent
documentary produced by the War Crimes investigation Unit of The Kyiv Independent (2025).
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3. The official discourse that accompanies the linguistic policies reflects what
Michael Moser (2023: 36-37) has dubbed a “double-bind” strategy: On the one
hand, a stated appreciation of Ukrainian, often accompanied by some kind of
legal structure, and, on the other, countless references to the artificiality,
uselessness, etc of Ukrainian. This contradictory rhetoric serves to delegitimize
Ukrainian while maintaining a veneer of compliance with linguistic rights.

Here, I will focus on the third point.”

4. Russian conceptions of Ukrainian — occupation policies and
historical parallels

Official Russian discourse about the Ukrainian language draws on a set of recurring
ideological clichés. Within this framework, Russian is frequently presented as the
historically legitimate language of the region, reinforcing claims of cultural and political
unity. At the same time, Ukrainian is portrayed as lacking authenticity and dismissed as
an artificial construct unworthy of serious consideration. Such rhetoric often frames
Ukrainian as a potential threat, while depicting its marginalization as both rational and
historically inevitable. Breaking down these ideas reveals the following key
components, which I will examine in more detail below:

eUkrainian as a part of Russian(ness)

eUkrainian as a dialect

eUkrainian does not exist

eUkrainian as artificial

eUkrainian as linked to a range of bad/dangerous things (Nazism, Russophobia)
eUkrainian as “beautiful”, “charming” (but not to be taken seriously)

4.1. Ukrainian as a part of Russian(ness); Ukrainian as a dialect; Ukrainian
does not exist

These three conceptions are widespread and often appear together. The first two points
are illustrated in the following statements by Russian Member of Parliament Evgenij
Fedorov, both made in September 2022:

[...] yKkpauHCKWMIi S3BIK SBIISIETCS HEOTHEMIIEMOH YacThio poccuiickoii KynbTypsl. (Fedorov 2022)

%I have not conducted digital fieldwork myself for this article. Most of the post-2022 examples I discuss are drawn
from Michael Moser’s survey on language policies in the occupied regions, covering the years 2014-2022 (Moser
2023). Moser has since updated his findings in two articles following the developments up until 2025 (Moser 2025;
Moser 2026).
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OueHb NPOCTO, ITO UCTOPUIECKUMN, KPACUBBIN, KITACCUUECKUIN YKPAaHHCKUN AMAJIEKT PYyCCKOTO SI3BIKA.
ToT, KOTOpBIN OBLT B COBETCKHUI IEpHOJ, U paHee, B IEPHO/ cyliecTBoBaHus Poccuiickoit Mmnepuu.
(Nesterova 2022)'°

[...] the Ukrainian language is an indispensable part of Russian'! culture.

It is very simple: this is an historical, beautiful, classical Ukrainian dialect of the Russian language.
The one that existed in the Soviet period, and earlier, during the existence of the Russian Empire.

The perception of Ukrainian as non-existent arises by implication out of statements
about Ukrainian being a part of Russian, being a dialect, which we have seen already,
or being artificial, as we will see in the following.

As is well known, this idea is part of Russia’s imperial mindset that also determines
the nature of the ongoing war, the idea that Ukraine or Ukrainian statehood does not
exist, with the implication that neither does Ukrainian language, history or culture.

For the conceptions of Ukrainian as a dialect of Russian, “the same as Russian”, or
as not existing, the most famous historical parallel is, of course, the wording of the
Valuev circular. Similar ideas appear in numerous other texts, not least in the months
and weeks preceding the Valuev circular.

In a forceful attack on the Ukrainian movement, Russian journalist and editor Mixail
Katkov published several articles where he attacked the Ukrainophile movement, seeing
its origins in a Polish conspiracy. In his editorial in Moskovskie vedomosti 21 June 1863,
he rejects the idea of a distinct Ukrainian language by rhetorically exclaiming: “Kax
OyZITO BOBMOKHBI JIBE€ PYCCKHE HAPOIHOCTH U JIBa PyCCKUX s3biKa [...]!” (Katkov [1863]
2015: 68) (“As if two Russian peoples and two Russian languages could be at all
possible!”), and extends the rejection to the existence of a Ukrainian history and a
Ukrainian state:'?

19 This is Fedorov’s response to a question concerning the concept of a “classical Ukrainian language,” a notion
that was, for a time, promoted by Russian officials with regard to the occupied territories. For a discussion of this
concept, se Moser 2023; 2025, 2026.

! Fedorov here uses the adjective rossijskij (relating to the Russian state) rather than russkij (‘Russian’ in the
ethnocultural or linguistic sense), thus claiming that the Ukrainian language somehow belongs to (the cultural
sphere of) the Russian state.

12 As Ukrainian historian Mykola Kostomarov responded to Katkov’s attacks, the exchange developed into a fierce
debate, where Kostomarov’s last contribution was an article meticulously outlining, from a linguistic point of
view, the differences between Ukrainian and Russian. He starts out with a quote from the distinguished Slavist
Franc Miklosi¢ (Franz Miklosich) who in his comparative Grammar of the Slavic Languages wrote: “Indem ich
die sprachen nach der ndhe ihrer verwandtschaft an einander reihe, behandle ich dann das kleinrussische, das auf
dem gebiete der wissenschaft, wie die untersuchung selbst darthut, als eine selbstindige sprache und nicht als ein
dialect des grossrussischen anzusehen ist.” (Miklosich 1852: IX; spelling of the original). Then, Kostomarov goes
on to list, in considerable detail, differences covering phonetics, orthoepics, (historical) phonology, morphology,
word formation, syntax, stress patterns and vocabulary (Kostomarov 1863). On the Katkov—Kostomarov debate,
see Saunders (1993) and Moser (2017).
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YkpanHa HAKOT/Ia He UMelia 0000 HCTOPUH, HUKOTAA He ObliIa 0COOBIM rOCYAaPCTBOM, YKPAUHCKHN
HApPOJ €CTh YHUCTBI PYCCKHI HApOJ, KOPEHHON PYCCKHIl HApOJ, CYNICCTBEHHAs YacTh PYCCKOrO
Hapoa, 0e3 KOTOPOil OH HE MOXKET OCTaBaThCs TeM, uTo OH ecTh. (Katkov [1863] 2015: 69)

Ukraine has never had a separate history, has never been a separate state, the Ukrainian people is the
pure Russian people, the indigenous Russian people, an essential part of the Russian people, without
which it cannot possibly be what it is.

4.2. Ukrainian as artificial

The argument about Ukrainian as “artificial” is often combined with the idea of
Ukrainian as created by somebody else, more often than not, an enemy. Journalist Vasiljj
Stojakin cites the following statement by Elena Panina, Director of the Institute of
International Political and Economic Strategies in Moscow:

ITocne MHOTOJICTHHX W3ICBATEIBCTB HAa YKpaWHE 3aKpenwicss He YKPauHCKUHA S3BIK, a ero
«KaHamidckuil niamexT». OH BBIIIET W3-10J nepa OannepoBueB B Kanane, rae 3amagHOyKpaHHCKHA
JIMAJIEKT «TapMOHUYHO» JOMOJIHUIICS HCKOKEHHBIMU aHIJIO-, ITIOJIOHO-, TepMaHO- M APYTHMH
«u3mammy. JIumb 061 He pycckuMu. (Stojakin 2022)

After years of mockery, not the Ukrainian language but its “Canadian dialect” has taken root in
Ukraine. It originated from the pens of Banderites in Canada, where the Western Ukrainian dialect was
“harmoniously” supplemented with distorted Anglicisms, Polonisms, Germanisms, and other “isms”.
Just not Russian ones.

A similar mix of clichés is found in a statement by Sergej Markov, political analyst,
former MP and former member of the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of
Europe:

EcTh kilaccuueckuil yKpanHCKHH SI3bIK — YCIIOBHO TOBOps, sI3bIK Tapaca llleBueHko, KOTOpBIA OUYEHb
OJIM30K K PYCCKOMY SI3bIKY M KOTOPBIH JII000H pyCCKHH YeJI0BEK HOHUMAET, IIOCKOJIBKY SIBIISIETCS, 110
0O0JIBIIOMY CUETY, BAPUAHTOM PYCCKOTO SI3bIKA.

A ecTtb — cOBpeMEHHBIH OQHUIMAIBHBIA YKPAaMHCKHH S3bIK, KOTOPBIH SBIISETCS IPOIYKTOM
MOJUTTEXHOJIOTOB. MaKCUMaJIbHO HACHWJILCTBEHHO AEPyCH(HIMPOBAH, PYCCKHE CIOBA 3aMEHEHBI
CIEIMATbHO OTPOMHBIM KOJMYECTBOM MOJBCKUX W AHTIHHCKHUX CJIOB. M 3THM HCKYCCTBEHHBIM
YKPaMHCKHAM COBPEMEHHBIM, MOXHO CKa3aTh, TOTAJIUTAPHBIM, TEPPOPUCTHUECKIM S3BIKOM, TTBITAIOTCS
ceifuac y4nuTh pa3roBapuBaTh MIKOJFHIUKOB O(QHIIHATBHBIE YKPAUHCKIE BIACTH.

Ham HyXHO NHKBHIUPOBATH ATOT HCKYCCTBEHHBIN S$I3BIK, CO3JAHHBIA TEPPOPHUCTHUECKUMU
METOJIAMH, SI3BIK COBPEMEHHBIX OaHIEPOBIIEB, MTOIUTTEXHOJIOTHUECKII aHTUPYCCKHUH s3BIK. (Markov

2022) [Cf also 4.3]

There is classical Ukrainian — roughly speaking, the language of Taras Sevéenko, which is very close
to Russian and which any Russian person understands, since it is, by and large, a variant of Russian.

And then there is the modern official Ukrainian language, which is the product of political
technologists. It has been forcibly derussified to a maximum degree, with Russian words deliberately
replaced by a huge number of Polish and English words. And it is this artificial modern Ukrainian
language, which could be described as totalitarian and terrorist, that the official Ukrainian authorities
are now trying to teach school children to speak.

We need to eliminate this artificial language, created by terrorist methods, the language of modern
Banderites, a political anti-Russian language. [Cf also 4.3]
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Once again, history offers numerous parallels. The Russian occupation of Galicja in
1914, marked by harsh Russification policies, bears notable similarities to today’s
occupation of Ukraine. Street signs were replaced by Cyrillic lettering (unfamiliar to
local speakers of German, Polish, Romanian and Yiddish), schools were russified, the
import of Ukrainian-language books from imperial Russia was banned, while teachers
of Russian were brought in from imperial Russia.

In a 1914 memorandum, Russian member of parliament Dmitrij Cixa¢ov referred to
[...] “cymecTtBoBaHue TIIyOOKO BpakaeOHO#H Poccuu mIKONBI ¢ MpemnojaBaHWEM Ha
MOJILCKOM, HEMEIIKOM M Ha MCKYCCTBEHHO CO3JJaHHOM YKpaumHCKOM kaprone” (quoted
from Baxturina 2000: 91) (“the existence of a school, deeply hostile towards Russia,
teaching in Polish, German and an artificially created Ukrainian jargon”; while governor
General Georgij Bobrinskij stated that “Teneps, korna Uepsonnast Pyce crana yacteio
POCCHUICKOW JepKaBbl, UCKYCCTBEHHBIC YCIIEXH «yKPAaWHCKOH MOBBI» U (HOHETUKU
JOJDKHBI pyXHYTh” (quoted from Baxturina 2000: 92) (“now that Red Rus has become
part of the Russian Empire [...] the artificial success of the ‘Ukrainian language’ and
phonetics must be destroyed”).

If we go further back in time, returning to the articles of Mixail Katkov, he derides
the efforts of activists who seek to promote Ukrainian-language instruction in village
and Sunday schools, dismissing Ukrainian as an “artificially constructed language™:

SABunmuce HoBeIe Kupriuiel 1 Medonun ¢ yauBuTensHeHIIME a30ykamu, 1 Ha Boxxuii cBeT ObLI IyTeH
ny( Kakoro-To HeOBIBAJIOTr0 MaJOPOCCHHCKOTO sI3bIKa. [10 YKpaUHCKUM cellaM Havajd NOSIBIATHCS, B
OapaHpUX IIaNKax, YCEpAHbIE PACIPOCTPAHUTENIH MAaOPOCCUHCKON TPaMOTHOCTH U 3aBOJHUTH
MaJIOPOCCUHCKHE INIKOJIBI, B HPOTHBHOCTh YCHUJIHMSIM MECTHOTO IYyXOBEHCTBA, KOTOPOE BMECTE C
KpECThSIHAMH He 3HAJO0, KaK OTOUTHCS OT 3TUX HEIMPOIICHBIX «IpocBeTuTenein. Ilomum mosBisaTecs
KHIDKKH Ha HOBOCOUYMHEHHOM MaitopoccuiickoM si3bike. (Katkov [1863] 2015:68)

There appeared new Cyrils and Methodiuses with the most amazing alphabets, and a puff of some
unprecedented Little Russian language was released into the light of day. Diligent disseminators of
Little Russian literacy began to appear in Ukrainian villages, wearing sheepskin hats, and to establish
Little Russian schools, contrary to the efforts of the local clergy, who, together with the peasants, did
not know how to fend off these uninvited “enlighteners”. Books began to appear in the newly invented
Little Russian language.

4.3. Ukrainian as linked to a range of bad things (Nazism, Russophobia)

In today’s Russian conceptions of Ukrainian, reference is often made to Nazism,
terrorism or Russophobia. In August 2022, Russian film maker and propagandist Nikita
Mixalkov said that the Ukrainian language had lately become an “[06pa3] pycodobuu’
(“image of Russophobia”), while “CnoBocoderanusi, KOTOpPbI€ MBI CIBIIIAM B
YKPAaUHCKOHN TPAHCKPUIIINK WM MTPOU3HOIIEHUN — OHU IS HAC, JUIS MUpA U JIJIST HAX
caMux SBISItOTCS hopMylupoBaHueM HeHaBUCTH K Poccun.” (Mixalkov 2022) (“Word
combinations that we hear in Ukrainian transcription or pronunciation are, for us, for
the world, and for themselves, an expression of hatred towards Russia.”) His colleague
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in the literary field, writer, propagandist and veteran of the Russo-Ukrainian war Zaxar
Prilepin,!® stated in June 2022 that Ukrainian would be taught in the newly occupied
territories

[k]ak 4acTh OTPOMHO¥ CITABSHCKOI U 00IIEPOCCUIICKOM KYIBTYphL. A HE KaK MOJBCKYIO pyCO(POOCKYIO
noOpsikymky. (Prilepin 2022)

[a]s part of the vast Slavic and All-Russian'* culture. And not as some Polish Russophobic trinket.

Such labels mirror broader propaganda discourse about Ukraine where, in particular, the
Nazi label is routinely invoked. If we look for historical parallels beyond the post-WW2
era, a recurring view from the mid-nineteenth century onwards is to view Ukrainian as
dangerous, subversive and closely associated with political activism. This can be seen
already in count Aleksej Orlov’s investigation report to the tsar 26 May 1847, accusing
Taras Sevéenko of composing poems “Ha MaJOPOCCHICKOM S3BIKE, CAaMOTO
Bo3MyTHUTeNbHOTO coaepxanus” (Kuryljuk 1982, 130) (“in the Little Russian language
of the most outrageous content”). He writes: “CBepx TOro, 4ro Bce€ 3alpelieHHOE
yBJIGKaeT MOJIOJIOCTh U JIFOJIeH ¢ ciaaObiM Xapaktepom, llleBueHko mproOpen MexIy
Ipy3bSIMU CBOMMH CJIaBy 3HAMEHHUTOTO MAJIOPOCCHICKOTO MHCATENs, & TIOTOMY CTUXH
ero BIIBOWHE BpeaHbl U omacHH [...]” (Kuryliuk 1982, 130) (“On top of the fact that
everything forbidden attracts young people and those with weak characters, Sevéenko
gained fame among his friends as a famous Little Russian writer, and therefore his
poems are doubly harmful and dangerous [...]”). Similar views became increasingly
common over the next decades.

4.4. Ukrainian as “beautiful”, “charming” (but not to be taken seriously)

This conception can be illustrated by a quote from a director of religious affairs of the
Military-Civilian Administration of (the occupied parts of) Zaporizhzhia region:

EcTb necHu Ha MalopoCCUIICKOM HapeUyHH, €CThb ONIPEIENICHHAs KYIbTypa JEPEBEHCKas — 3TO MOHATHO,
KpacuBo, ¥ HU4ero mioxoro B 3toM HeT. (Tkac 2022)

There are songs in the Little Russian dialect, there is a certain village culture — this is understandable,
beautiful, and there is nothing bad about it.

Such stereotypes reflect a general stance of the nineteenth century (and, in a slightly
modified version, of Soviet times), that of a tolerance for Ukrainian (folk) culture within
the confines set by Russian intellectuals and authorities: Ukrainian is good for folk songs

13 According to Russian news reports, Prilepin joined the Russian army in Ukraine again in October 2025.

14 Just like Fedorov (see above), Prilepin here uses the adjective rossijskij (relating to the Russian state) rather than
russkij (‘Russian’ in the ethnocultural or linguistic sense).
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and comedy, but not for serious themes (cf. Koznarsky 2017). In a (favourable) review
of the second edition of Sevéenko’s Kobzar’, Nikolaj Dobroljubov revisits the debate
earlier sparked by radical critic Vissarion Belinskij and others: “Bo3moxkHa nu
Majnopoccuiickas nurepatypa” (“whether Little Russian literature is possible”), stating
that “ctuxorBopenusi IlleBueHKa WMEHHO TE€M W OTJIMYAIOTCS, YTO B HHX
MCKYCCTBEHHOTO HHIYero Het” (“Sevéenko’s poems are distinguished precisely by the
fact that there is nothing artificial [i.e. relating to ‘art’] about them”), before elaborating:

KoneuyHo, mo-Manopoccuiicku He BEIHIET Xopomro « OHerHH» wiH «I epoif Halero BpeMeHn», Tak ke,
KaKk He BBIMIYT craTtbu I. be3oOpa3zoBa 00 apuCTOKpaTWH WIM MOpajbHBIE CTaTbu I'-KH Typ o
(panmysckom obmectse. (Dobroljubov 1860: 99)!13

Of course, [Evgenij] Onegin or A Hero of Our Time would not work well in Little Russian, just as Mr
Bezobrazov’s articles on the aristocracy or Mrs Tur’s moral articles on French society would not work.

In the words of Russian writer 11’ja Erenburg, “YkpauHCcKuii 351K BBHIPOC U KHI B
JICpEBHE; MepeCcaKeHHBI B KaOMHET (ritocoda WiIn Ha YIHMIy COBPEMEHHOTO TOPOJa,
oH mo6iex 1 3a4ax.” (Erenburg [1919] 1997:333) (“The Ukrainian language grew and
lived in the village; transplanted into a philosopher’s study or onto the streets of a
modern city, it faded and withered away.”) In a classical three-stage model of nation
building, the Russian conception of Ukrainian seems to have stopped at the first stage,
focusing on expressions of folk culture.

What do these statements, and the historical parallels, reveal about prevailing Russian
conceptions of the Ukrainian language? They point to a persistent desire on the Russian
side to claim the authority to define what Ukrainian is (or is not); to a firm belief in the
efficacy of linguistic policies, and to a tendency to frame language issues within broader
questions of politics and identity. Today, as well as historically, such conceptions of the
Ukrainian language are clearly instrumentalized in the articulation and justification of
language policies. At the same time, the statements expose Russia’s profound
misunderstanding of the linguistic situation in Ukraine.

5. 1905 — A fresh view?

To gain insight into the historical persistence of such views, while also adding nuance
to the picture, I will briefly examine a 1905 memorandum prepared by the Imperial
Academy of Sciences at the request of the Minister of Education. It was prompted by a
proposal to lift the restrictions on Ukrainian imposed by the Ems decree (1876)
including its amendments in 1881.'° Based on the recommendations of an expert group
headed by Fedor Kor§ and including leading Russian linguists such as Aleksandr

15 The reference is to V. Bezobrazov’s articles and E. Tour’s “Paris Letters” published in 1858 in Russkij vestnik.

16 The Ems decree further restricted the use of Ukrainian in print, prohibited the import of Ukrainian books from
abroad, and banned the staging of plays in Ukrainian. The decree was slightly modified in 1881.
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Saxmatov and Filipp Fortunatov, the memorandum advocated lifting the ban and
concluded that,

[...] manmopycckoe HaceleHie TODKHO MMBTH Takoe e MpaBoO, KaKb M BEIMKOPYCCKOE, TOBOPHUTH
My ONMWYHO ¥ TIeYaTaTh Ha poJHOMB cBoeMb A3b1kb. (Imperatorskaja Akademija Nauk’” 1905:11T)

[...] the Little Russian population should have the same right as the Great Russian population to speak
publicly and publish in their native language.

The memorandum questions the legitimacy of the nineteenth-century bans, describing
them as “cirbruienie HecyacTHBIXB cCitydaitHocTel” (“‘a combination of unfortunate
coincidences”) that led to the prohibition of the Ukrainian language. It argues that
censorship should have targeted content alone, rather than “[...] Babmmass oGonouka
MBICJTH, CITIOCOOs BBIpAXKEHIsI es1, clioBa, OykBHI [...]” (Imperatorskaja Akademija Nauk’’
1905: 1I) (“the external membrane of thought, the means of its expression, the words,
the letters™) — that is, language.'”

The Memorandum incorporates an extensive report by the expert group. The report
adopts a broadly positive view on the linguistic rights of Ukrainian.'® It provides a
comprehensive survey of Ukrainian-language writing, effectively presenting a kind of
“history of Ukrainian literature”, and even asserts that “Bp nbabk nemoxparusma
Manopycckas nauteparypa abre Ha 50 oOornana Benmukopycckyro”. (Imperatorskaja
Akademija Nauk’> 1905: 4) (“in terms of democratism, Little Russian literature
outpaced Great Russian literature by fifty years.”)

The Russian linguists should be commended for speaking out in favour of Ukrainian,
a stance that is, unfortunately, far less commonly observed among Russian linguists
today regarding the Russification of the temporarily occupied Ukrainian territories.
Fedor Kors, in particular, was a steadfast supporter of the Ukrainian movement and later
criticized Russian liberal Petr Struve, who justified his strong opposition to Ukrainian-
language schools by, again, invoking the nineteenth-century notion of a single “All-
Russian” language (Struve 1912)." By referring to the linguistic situation in the

17 This point echoes the views of Minister of Education Aleksandr Golovnin, one of the few imperial officials who
opposed the Valuev circular in 1863, above all on formal grounds: he supported censorship, but books should be
banned ‘“3a MBICIH, B HUX H3JIOKEHHBIE, d He 3a A3blK, HA KOTOPOM THcaHsl, [...]” (Golovnin [1863] 2015: 81)
(“for the ideas expressed in them, not for the language in which they are written, [...]”).

18 Mykola Hrusevs’kyj ([1916] 2015: 555) later noted with satisfaction that the report “TpakTye sx piBHO3ZHAUHI
OIMHHII HapiJ ‘BEJMKOPYCCKIA 1 ‘MalOpyCCKii’, ‘S3BIKh MaJIOPYCCKii’ 1 ‘SI3BIKB BeNMHMKOpYyCcKii™” (“treats as
equal entities the terms ‘Great Russian’ and ‘Little Russian’ peoples, ‘Little Russian language’ and ‘Great Russian
language’”).

19 For the sake of balance: both Russian liberals and nationalists strongly opposed the idea of a separate Ukrainian
language. A telling example of the latter is Sergej S¢egolev, member of the Kyivan Club of Russian Nationalists
and a seasoned bureaucrat in the Kyiv censorship office. In a book denouncing the Ukrainian movement he states:
“Beskift KHMKHBINR MalloOpycCKiit (YKpamHCKiH, €Cli XOTUTE) sI3bIKb OYAETh, Bb 3aBUCHMOCTH OTH KYJIBTYPHAro
cioBecHaro Oaraxka aBTopa, HeM30hKHBIMB KOBEpKaHieMb OO MOJIbCcKaro, 00 pycckaro si3pika. Beipaxkasch
BYJIbFapHO, TaKoe ,,KOBaHie*“ HOBBIXb CJIOBH IPH MOMOIIM MAJIOPYCCKOH (OHETHKHM M MOPQOJIOTIN SBISETCS
0e3mapHbUIIMMB JIMHTBUCTHYCCKUMB IUIAriaTOMb, BECbMa OJIM3KMMB Kb CEMUHAPCKOM IIYTOYHOW JIATHIHU.
JluteparypHblii Manopycckiil s3bIKb Bb 1po3b Kynuina, Crapunkaro u Bs ctiuxaxb Kocromaposa, Konncckaro u
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Austrian-Hungarian part of Ukraine, Kor$ effectively demonstrated that the question of
a separate Ukrainian standard language was a political question:?°

B® TomMb-TO 11 6b1a 6e3ycI0BHBIXD POTOBEIHNKOBS MOCKOBCKO-TIETEPOYPICKaro «00IepyccKaroy
SI3BIKA, YTO TOTb OOKOMB y POCCHICKON YKpauHBI, 3a efBa 3aMbTHOM "epToil aBcTpiiickaro pyoexa,
YKpPaMHCKIH A3BIKB HOJIB3YETCS] COBEPIICHHOO CaMOCTOSATEINBHOCTBIO, CIIy)KHTh OpyIieMb HE KaKoii-
HUOYb OBITOBOH, a TOTHOW JTUTEPATYPHI, yIIOTPEOISIETCS A PENOJaBaHisI BCIKIXD HAYKB HE TOIBKO
Bb HM3LINXb, @ U Bb CPEJHHXH W JaXe BBICUIMXb YYWIMIIaXbh M Bce Oosrbe NMpOHHMKAaETh Bb
oddurmiansueii 06uxons. (Kors 1912:46)

The problem with the unconditional advocates of the Moscow-St. Petersburg “All-Russian” language
is that, right next to Russian Ukraine, just across the barely noticeable Austrian border, the Ukrainian
language enjoys complete independence, serves as a tool not only for everyday life, but also for a whole
body of literature, is used for teaching all kinds of subjects not only in lower, but also in middle and
even higher educational institutions, and is increasingly penetrating official usage.

Let us return to the Academy of Science memorandum. Despite the linguists’ generally
positive stance, the Academy’s summary reveals clear traces of the imperial chauvinism
that we have seen in many examples. When criticizing the bans for hindering general
education in Ukraine, the Academy does not refer to the efforts of Kuli$ and others to
educate the peasantry in Ukrainian during the 1850s and 1860s. Instead, it argues that
the bans

[Bp mHacrosmee Bpemsi| [...] HapymamTh HHTEpECHl CEIbCKaro HaceleHiss Maopoccin:
pacIpocTpaHeHie KHUT'b J[yXOBHO-HPaBCTBEHHAro, BOCIMTATENIbHAro, o00Ieo0pa3oBaTeIbHAro
COJIepKaHis 3aJepP)KUBACTCS OTYACTH IIOJIHBIMB HE3HAaKOMCTBOMB, OTYACTH HEJIOCTATOUYHBIMB
3HAKOMCTBOMb MAJIOPYCOBB Ch BEITUKOPYCCKMMbB KHIKHBIMB SI3bIKOMB. Bce 3TO BeChbMa HEBBITOJIHO
OTpa)kaeTcs Ha MHTepecax’hb Bcero pycckaro Hapona. (Imperatorskaja Akademija Nauk’” 1905:11)

[...] violate the interests of the rural population of Little Russia [today]: the dissemination of books of
spiritual, moral, educational, and general educational content is hindered partly by complete
unfamiliarity and partly by insufficient familiarity of Little Russians with the Great Russian literary
language. All this has a very negative impact on the interests of the entire Russian people.

apyruxs [...] 6bure mapoameil pycckaro sseika.” (Séegolev 1912: 225-26); (“Any literary Little Russian
(Ukrainian, if you will) language will, depending on the author’s cultural and verbal baggage, inevitably be a
distortion of either the Polish or the Russian language. To put it bluntly, such ‘coining’ of new words with the help
of Little Russian phonetics and morphology is the most talentless linguistic plagiarism, very close to seminarian
mock Latin. The literary Little Russian language in the prose of Kulis, Staryckyj, and in the poems of Kostomarov,
Konys’kyj, and others [...] was a parody of the Russian language.”) On the debates surrounding the Ukrainian
language question between 1905 and 1916, see Danylenko (2017).

20 Kor§ anticipates the famous formula attributed to Ukrainian writer and politician Volodymyr Vynny&enko,
“Pociiicbka A€MOKparTisi 3aKiHUye€ThCS TaM, JIe NOYMHAaeThes yKpaiHcbke nutaHHa” (“Russian democracy ends
where the Ukrainian question begins™): “[...] MHOTi€¢ H3b HAIIUXb JHUOCPATOBH, FOTOBBIC BCET/a 3aCTYIUTHCS 3a
npaBa Jito0oi He-pyccKod HapoJHocTH Bb Pocciiickomb rocyaapctsh, cJIOBHO He MOTYThb NPH3HATh TaKisl XKe
npaBa 3a HApOAHOCTHIO YKpanHCKoH, Manopycckoit.” (Kor§ 1912:47) (“[...] many of our liberals, who are always
ready to defend the rights of any non-Russian nationality in the Russian state, seem unable to recognise the same
rights for the Ukrainian, Little Russian nationality.”)
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6. A Ukrainian perspective

To counter the predominant Russian perspective, I would like to bring in some examples
of the Ukrainian view on Ukrainian, going back to the Osnova journal.?!

In the penultimate volume of the journal, teacher at a Sunday school Oleksandr
Stojanov published an article entitled “Untruthfulness and indifference are the major
obstacles to the spread of literacy”. He responded to accusations against the Ukrainian
movement concerning the language of instruction in schools. Stojanov reported that he
had actually attempted to teach the children in Russian, but concluded that he “nomxens
OBLTH HAaBCET/Ia OTKA3aThCSA OTH MOA00HAr0 Herbmaro memarormdeckaro omnbita” (“had
to abandon this ill-advised pedagogical experiment for good”), maintaining that at least
initial teaching must be taught “na nonamnomv, poonoms ona neco, sa3vikre” (Stojanov
1862: 77, italics in the original) (“in a language that is understandable and familiar [to
the pupil]”). Interestingly, he added:

HukTo He OTBepraeTs BENUKOPYCCKAro A3bIka (3T0 ObUIO OBl TaKb XkKe HeN'bIlo, KaKb ¥ UCKIIOUUMENbHO
HaBSA3BIBATh €I0), TAKb TOYHO, KaKb HE OTBEPraeTh BCAKAr0O APYraro sA3bIKa, Kakb CPEACTBA I 3HAHIS
u pasBuris. (Stojanov 1862:77, italics in the original)

No one rejects the Great Russian language (that would be as absurd as imposing it exclusively), just as
no one rejects any other language as a means of knowledge and development.

Similar views transpire elsewhere in the Osnova debates. A case in point is Ukrainian
writer Oleksandr Konys’kyj, who states in the first issue of the journal:

VYkpaiHcbka MOBA FOJUTIS HE U OAHIXB BIPIIiBb; HA il U TENeph MOKHA TOBOPHUTH i MTUCATH 1PO 6Ce
Hawie, TaKb-TaKH, Kb M Ha MHIINXb. Takb cO01 AymMarouu, MHIIY JI0 BaCh NEPBHI BICTI II0-HAIIOMY;
MOXe, Ha Mii JHMCTh OOI3BYTI 3b JAPYTMXb CTOPOHD PO3YMHIIIM JIIOJE U MPUAATHILIE HAIHMIIYT.
Ortraksp, MO-TPOXY, NO-TPOXY, Ta W AifieMb 0 TOrO, IO IPO BCE MUCATUMEMD I0-YKPAIHCHKH. [...]
(Perexodovec [Konys’kyj] 1861:319; italics in the original)

The Ukrainian language is not only appropriate for verses; one can speak and talk in it about all our
affairs, as in any other language. With this in mind, I am sending you the first news in our language;
maybe, wiser people will react to my letter from other regions and write more appropriately. This is
how we will increasingly reach the point when we will write about everything in Ukrainian. [...]

This pragmatic vision of a gradual, collaborative move toward a Ukrainian standard
language recurs in various forms throughout the two-year run of Osnova. In conclusion,
I will present just three examples.

In the journal’s first issue, Pantelejmon Kuli§ announced his ongoing work on a
Ukrainian dictionary. He marveled at the steady influx of “new words” appearing in

2l In discussing the Ukrainian take on Ukrainian, I limit myself to the historical perspective and a few examples
from Osnova, where the immediate context is the relationship between Ukrainian and Russian and the role and
status of Ukrainian as a literary/standard language. There is, of course, much more to be said on the meta-discourse
on Ukrainian as it develops into a modern standard and later state language of Ukraine.
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print and in the spoken vernacular, and hesitated to publish a dictionary of a language
still in flux. At the same time, he urged others engaged in similar efforts to share their
word collections with him (Kuli§ 1861a: 333-334).

In the April 1861 issue, the editors published the first chapter of Kuli§’s History of
Ukraine. Again, we learn that the author was hesitant to publish a work in progress that
was not complete “HM BB IUTEpaTypHOMbB, HU Bb YUEHOMB OTHOUIEHIN (“neither in
literary nor in scholarly terms”), but the editors wanted to show “Bb kakol creneHu
S3BIKb YKPAMHCKIN CIIOCOOEHB Kb CTPOTOMY HAYyYHOMY H3JIOKEHIIO CTOJIb-Ba)KHATrO
npeameta, kakb uctopis’ (Kuli§ 1861b:79) (“the extent to which the Ukrainian
language is capable of a rigorous scientific exposition of such an important subject as
history™).

Finally, in the same issue, the editors report a constant flow of incoming texts from
all corners of Ukraine, and beyond. They signal a generous linguistic policy, provided
that the authors write in the manner “spoken by the people” about this or that particular
matter:

Hama Ykpaincbka MOBa, sIKb U CaMi, 370pOBi, 3HaeTe, Mac Bb Co0l BEIHMKY Bary W CUJy; BCE, IO
HepelliuIo Yepesb ceple M po3yMb HE3TYMMOi CeMbi, KOTpa 3b NaBHIXb-JAaBEHD XKHJIA U JKUBE Ha
Hamid YKpaiHi IHAPOKiH, — BCe OA3HAYANOCh BB HamIiil pimHiid MoBi [...] Mu, 6opons boxe, He
JIyMaeMo HPOBOAMTB JIOPOrY FOCTIO TICHUMH JBEpPUMA, Kb U 3mepury Bb «OCHOBI» CKa3aHO; Hexail
KOXKeHb JTOOPHIA YOJOBIKE IMHUIIE KB YITOM00aBh U 3MaJIKy HACITYXaBCs; TUIBKH Tpeda MIIFHOI yBaru
— YU TaKb JKe SIKb-Pa3b BeJC HapOAb Pidb BB TIMb CiIydai, skuid xodeMo noBictuth. (Od’’ redakceiji
1861: 31-32)

Our Ukrainian language, as you, healthy people, know well, carries in it great weight and power;
everything that has passed through the hearts and minds of countless families who have lived and
continue to live in our vast Ukraine since time immemorial has been recorded in our native language.
[...] We do not intend, God forbid, to lead our guests through narrow doors, as was initially stated in
Osnova; let every good man write as he pleases and as he has heard since childhood; only careful
attention is needed — whether the people are speaking this way in the case we want to report.

This is a very pragmatic, slightly pluralistic and also emphatically non-hierarchical
conception of a Ukrainian standard language in the making. It took over from a more
“precarious ambiguity”, to use a phrase by Taras Koznarsky (2017:15), in negotiating
Ukrainian language and identity in the first half of the nineteenth century.

Even before the nineteenth century, we see a sustained “performative” display of
Ukrainian; traceable at least to Ivan Kotljarevskyj, whose Aeneid is “dressed” in
Ukrainian (as the title page has it), showing that a Ukrainian literary language grounded
in the vernacular did indeed exist. Throughout the nineteenth century, amid debates over
the status of Ukrainian, intellectuals and writers reinforced its legitimacy — and advanced
its development — by simply using it, often with notable linguistic variation. In doing so,
they proved Vasyl Bilozerskyj right: “life itself resolved [the question of Ukrainian] in
the affirmative” (Bilozerskyj [Belozerskij] 1861: 2-3).
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7. Concluding remarks

The material examined in this article suggests that the differences between Ukrainian
and Russian extend far beyond questions of linguistic structure and into the realm of
what may be termed language cultures. The analysis covers only one of several
dimensions of the language cultures of Ukrainian and Russian, but the results
nevertheless allow us to draw some preliminary conclusions. On the Russian side, we
observe a persistent tendency to subsume, redefine, or delegitimize Ukrainian, grounded
in an imperial tradition that treats language as an instrument of political control and
cultural hierarchy. This tradition manifests itself both historically and in current policies
as a belief in the efficacy of top-down linguistic intervention and in the authority to
define the linguistic reality of others. (Several of these characteristics are also mirrored
in the language policy of The Russian Federation within Russia itself, a topic that,
however, exceeds the limits of this article. Suffice it to mention one telling example: the
recently published prescriptive and strongly ideologized dictionary of “the Russian state
language” (Centemirov 2025).)

By contrast, Ukrainian language culture emerges as fundamentally performative,
pluralistic, and practice-oriented, grounded in use rather than prescription and in
inclusion rather than exclusion. Of course, there is nuance to add to this picture. For
sure, there are examples of purists and purism in Ukraine as in any other linguistic
community. As the debates in Osnova illustrate, however, Ukrainian intellectuals tended
to approach language not as an object to be regulated, but as a shared cultural practice
to be developed gradually through use, negotiation, and cooperation.?? Their readiness
to accept variation, their emphasis on intelligibility and communicative function, and
their insistence on the legitimacy of Ukrainian across all domains — from elementary
education to scientific discourse — reflect a non-hierarchical understanding of language
that stands in sharp contrast to imperial models.

22 While these remarks are based on the historical perspective on Ukrainian discussed in this article, more recent
developments in Ukrainian language culture reveal similar dynamics and reinforce the same overall pattern.
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Figure 1: A selection of Ukrainian primers 1857-61. Authors: II’ja Derka¢, Taras Sevéenko, Mykola Hatcuk,
Pantelejmon Kulis, Kalenyk Sejkovskyj, Leonid Jascenko
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