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Impact of the Russian Military Aggression on the Shifting Language Image in
Ukraine

IKEZAWA Takumi

Since the Russian Federation launched a full-scale invasion of Ukraine on February 24, 2022,
the debate on language issues in Ukraine has gained another momentum, providing its citizens the
opportunity to “switch” from Russian to Ukrainian. Given that the linguistic situation is drastically
evolving in the country, this article aims to illustrate the impact of the Russian military aggression on
the social valuation of the Ukrainian and Russian languages, as well as that of surzhyk, a mixed
speech of the two. After providing an overview of the linguistic circumstances in Ukraine based on
public opinion poles and discussing recent political and social events related to the language issues,
we analyze the online media discourse on each concerned language with the aim of providing an up-
to-date description of the linguistic ideology in Ukraine.

From our corpus consisting of 92 articles published from the beginning of the war to the end
of October 2022, we observe a polarization in the valuation of Ukrainian and Russian, where the
former is often referred to as a practical “weapon” enabling the citizens to identify saboteurs or
diversionists. The latter, on the other hand, is increasingly interpretated as the language of the
“enemies” used by the Russian leadership to pursue its geopolitical interests, against which the
Ukrainian language is portrayed having a symbolic role not only uniting the people, but also taking
defensive measures. In midst of this linguistic “Ukrainization”, the traditional interpretation of
surzhyk as a “non-language” in comparison to Ukrainian and Russian, and the negative
representations of its speakers as “uneducated” or “indifferent to language issues” remain to be seen.
At the same time, however, the mixed language is perceived positively as a sign of effort to speak
Ukrainian, becoming a better option than to speak Russian.

Such an ambivalent attitude toward surzhyk could be explained by the change in value criteria
for language choice. Our texts suggest that within the valuation system of languages in Ukraine, the
linguistic proximity of one’s speech to Ukrainian or its distance from Russian is emphasized over its
nature of being a “language” or its linguistic purity. We observe that the use of surzhyk is positively
interpretated as an attitude toward speaking Ukrainian, possibly due to the “Ukrainianizing” effect it
represents in contrast to the traditional form of the mixed speech, considered to originate from the

historical Russification of the Ukrainian language.
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