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Online language use and identity of Ukrainian diasporain Germany

Abstract. This article studies the language use and identity of Ukrainian communities in Germany on the
websites and in online social media. Since 2014, the conflict in the East of Ukraine has led to a
remarkably large and intense flow of Ukrainian migrants to Western Europe and Germany in particular
giving rise to longstanding issues of identity formation and language use both within Ukraine and inside
Ukrainian diaspora communities around the globe. This article examines Ukrainian diaspora in Germany
on the subject of language ideologies, practices and identity shaping by analyzing its linguistic online
activity. To do so, our analysis draws on a range of interdisciplinary methodologies, including studies of
descriptive reporting of diaspora’s online discussions, its language practices and attitudes, and studies of
discursive constructions of nationhood, which explore language indexing in relation to national identity
negotiation. It is stated that Ukrainian is used as the default language on websites and in social media
communication, and is central in those interactions (German and Russian are used to considerably lesser
degrees). As the analysis demonstrated, it is rather difficult to find a vast breadth of sources where
speakers used language code-switching. However, there appeared to be more use of code-switching
and linguistic variety on Facebook groups (mostly between Russian and Ukrainian languages) than
websites, perhaps because the latter two are viewed as being slightly archaic for communication
purposes of the community.

Keywords: identity; language use; primary language; social media; Ukrainian diaspora.

1. INTRODUCTION

Our research aim is to study the language use and identity of Ukrainian speaking
communities in Germany on specific websites and in online social media. Due to the work of
Matthias Liicke and David Saha (2019) we know that since 2014 due to conflict with Russia there
is a growing rate of Ukrainian immigrants observed in Germany. According to the Labour Force
Survey with 1.2 million regular immigrants at the end of 2017, the EU is now by far the largest
region of destination for migrants from Ukraine where Germany is the most popular destination
country after Italy.!

The recent growth of the Ukrainian diaspora in the EU countries makes its language use and
identity a perspective topic of sociolinguistics study. According to Sonia Hirt, the main challenge of
Ukrainian diaspora and other ‘FSU migrant studies’ in West European scholarship is the flattening
of diverse histories and multiple trajectories under a common denominator> — whether ‘Russian-
speakers’, or ‘post-Soviets’ thus ascribing to these communities Russian as the primary language of
their communication.

Therefore, our online language use analysis aims to identify the primary language and code
switching of Ukrainian social media platforms as Androutsopoulos (2006) found that the
languages that multilingual speakers choose to use online are “tailored to the requirements of
different modes within a website” and also can be used in certain ways to show one’s identity
online.

! Liicke, M., & Saha, D. (2019). Labour migration from Ukraine: Changing destinations, growing macroeconomic
impact. German Advisory Group, Policy Studies Series, p. 9.
2 Hirt, S., Ferencuhova, S., & Tuvikene, T. (2016). Conceptual forum: The “post-socialist” city. Eurasian Geography
and Economics, 57(4-5), 497-520.
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2. METHODOLOGY

Social media data were collected from websites of Ukrainian communities and Facebook
groups in Germany (the website of the Association of Ukrainian Organizations in Germany and
German-Ukrainian Association Rhine-Neckar; Facebook groups of Ukrainians in Germany and
Ukrainians in Berlin) basing on follower numbers, the variety of language use, frequency of posts,
and the variety of their social, cultural or political focus. Facebook has been chosen as an additional
source because of its very public nature apt for the highly-performative aspects of identity shaping
work.?

Building on previous social media data-based research into identity,* the studied content in
this article include verbal and/or visual texts (announcements, inquiries, articles) supplemented by
analysis of the accompanying “discussions”, comprising comments. This data is classified by
Bazeley as “descriptive reporting” of participants’ language practices and attitudes.’

2.1. Research Questions

Our main research question is as follows:

e How do Ukrainian migrant groups residing in Germany establish and use their native
language via social media platforms and how this use is related to their identity construction?

We also used the following tasks to guide us upon our research:
1. To study the Ukrainian communities in Germany.
2. To compare different types of media and see how they are used.

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

3.1. Ukrainian Websites in Germany

Te first website we decided to choose for our study is the Association of Ukrainian
Organizations in Germany.

Npueitaks Cninku Ykpaikckol Monoal Bin O6’caHaHHs TMoa;
YKpaiHCbKNX OpraHisaulift y HiMessmHi 3 75-DidHinM loBineem  « <

3BepHeHHs OYOH A0 ypaay HiMe4uMHM Ta dpakuin y
ByHaecTasi 3 npuBoAy eckanauii Ha yKpaiHchbKo-
pocliicbKkoMy kopaoH|

Fig. 1. Homepage of the Association of Ukrainian Organizations in Germany

By analyzing its content and structure we came to conclusion that the website appears to be
extremely influential and a hub for Ukrainian communities across the country. The Association is
in partnership with such organizations as Association of Ukrainian Women in Germany, Youth
Union in Germany, Union of Ukrainian Students of Germany, Organization of Ukrainians in
Franconia, Rhine-Neckar German-Ukrainian Society, Association of Ukrainians of Northern
Germany, Ridna Shkola Society and Bereginya Society. It shows that the website is an informative

3 Dailey-O’Cain, J. (2017) Trans-National English in Social Media Communities. Palgrave Macmillan. Series on
Language and Globalization, p. 55.
4 Androutsopoulos, J. (2006) Multilingualism, Diaspora, and the Internet: Codes and Identities on German-Based
Diaspora Websites. Journal of Sociolinguistics, 10(4), 520-547.
5 Bazeley, P. (2013) Qualitative Data Analysis: Practical Strategies. SAGE Publications Ltd, p. 373.
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source for Ukrainian residents in Germany to maintain their cultural heritage and to lobby the
interests of Ukraine abroad, which is demonstrated by a recent publication of Appeal of the
Association to the German government and factions in the Bundestag regarding the escalation on
the Ukrainian-Russian border (see Fig.2).

Additionally, looking onto the news section of the Ukrainian version, we may observe brief
event titles and a first article part which is similar in German translations on German version of the
website. However, it is clear from the screen shot below that there are no comments from users
which shows there is not a great deal of communication between Ukrainian speakers on this
website, which seems to be more informative than communicative platform.

- -—
g Dachverhand der ukrainischen Organisationen in Deutschiand e.V.
#fﬂ' 06’c AHAHHA YRPAIHCHRWX OPraHi3aLlin y HiMeuuuri

OcrosHe Mero 3BepHeHHA OYOH no ypsaay Hime4y4uHu Ta pakuin y Moai

lonosHa cTopika ByHaecTasi 3 npuBoAy eckanauii Ha yKpaiHCbKo- “ Keirew 2021 >
Hosuhu POCINCLKOMY KOPAOHI Mo BT CeoHmoTmoce
MpaenikxA oo s
OpraHiaayyi-3aCHOBHUKN 14 ksitha 2021 p 5 & 7 8 8 0m
Mpo Hac OIG'COHaHI:Iﬁ YkpaiHcekux OPaaHizauil] y 1212 14 15 18 A7 18
' e e
Craryt BundOStag P y 2e’a3ky 3 akmueizayiero eilicbkogux 26 27 28 29 \ﬂ\

SETHO,eN D0pIN00RM Ha MUMYac080 OKYNOo8aHUX mepﬁzxxpoc'ucbm-w«pamcwoeo Kopoony ma
MyBnikavyi ’ BicHuk 2020/01
OcranHi gii Pociiicbkoi ®egepauii cnpamoBai Ha Aectabiniaayjio 6eanekosoi cutyauji

Mpecosi nosigomnenHa Ha THMYacoBO OKYNOBaHUX TepuTopiax, B YkpaiHi Ta €8poni. CTAryBaHHA pociiicbknx

. - , >
3BepHeHHA BIfiCLK 10 KOPAOHY Ta NOCUNEHHA POCIiiCbKOT NponaraHan, Aka norpoxye YkpaiHi
= BillHO, € 3arpo3anuBIUM ABULLLEM He Tinbku AnA YKpaiHw, ane it B LinoMy ANA yCcboro B =557
Kanengap nogiit P ' e A P Hinomy ANy “» W
UMBINI30BaHOrO CBITY ey
AxTyanbHuii BICHUK v -~

YkpaiHa He npare BiilHil Ta 3aNULWAETLCA BiAAAHOK NONITUKO-4MNNOMATHYHOMY
BperyniBaHHI0 NUTaHHA pocilicbkol arpecii B8 Ykpaii. T He MeHLe, rpoMaaAHit
Temn Ykpainu matoTe npaso Ta 0608'A30K 3axuLLaTUCh, W00 NPUNUHUTI KpuuyLi cnpobi
Kpemna 3HULUTH yKPaTHCLKY AepKaBy.
lonoaomop . X P——
YkpaiHcbka rpomaaa B HimMeuunHi Tak camo i3 3aHenoKOEHHAM CTEXUTb 3a

Tpyaoea mirpaiyia HarpoMazi’keHHAM BIiCbKOBOT CUMK Ta NocTiliHuMu norpoaami y Bik Ykpaitn

Fig. 2. Latest News section of Association of Ukrainian Organizations in Germany site

Furthermore, there is very less Ukrainian used than German (with less subpages in Ukrainian
version of the website) which is probably due to the fact that the Association’s webpage is not
entirely exclusive to Ukrainian speakers and aims to appeal to German authorities and also
people who wish to participate in fundraising as the special page for donations exists on the
German version of this website but not on Ukrainian.

The second website we have chosen is German-Ukrainian Association Rhine-Neckar based in
Heidelberg as the most actively updated (basing on the publication dates of the latest news) and
demonstrating the most comprehensive activity among all Ukrainian organizations in Germany. The
Association was founded in December 1992 by Dr. Ludeman (philologist, specialist in the history
of Eastern Europe). Today it consists of Ukrainian and German members from the federal states of
Baden-Wiirttemberg, Hesse and Rhineland-Palatinate.
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DUG

Aktuelle Seite: Startseite

r Nascha Schkola - Unsere Schule
Die Deutsch-Ukrainische Rhein-Neckar- Die ukrainische Samstagsschule "Nascha

Gesellschaft wurde 1992 von Herrn Dr. Ernst Schkola" (Unsere Schule) wurde am 31.10.2009 Das geplante Festival am 27.06.2020 wurde

L (Philologe, O: istoril int g unter dem Motto “Kindern zwei wegen der Corona-Pandemie vom Veranstalter
auf der itiativgrupp Flugel verleihen" eroffnet. auf das nachste Jahr verschoben.

gegriindet. Von Anfang an bestand die

Aufgabe der Gruppe darin, den Opfern des Weiterlesen ... Neuer Termin: 26. Juni 2021

Fig.3. Screen shot of the homepage in German

The layout of the website is designed formally, like one would expect for an official
community website. On one of the sections, it explains the history of the Ukrainian Community
in Heidelberg and advocates the importance of the Ukrainian migrants keeping their native routes
and national identity.

Linguistically, the website does have an option to translate into German, however, even on
the German page, there are still Ukrainian segments written which restates that the use of this
website is destined for the Ukrainian community in Heidelberg to keep it active and have the
social contact. As shown below on the German translated version, the Ukrainian sentences about
the Saturday school schedule and events are still used, thus encouraging newcomers of the
Ukrainian diaspora to know and learn more about the community (see Fig. 4):

> Schulsamstage

Unterrichtstermine 2021 Partner
& D
CiueHb - /lunens / Januar - Juli 2021
) HaguanbHi cy6otn  UepryBanns Garbkie
Micaue/Monat |, +orrichtssamstage Eiterndienst Kanenpap / Kalender
09.01. Namyslo/ Novytsky
Ciuens amyslo/ Novytskyi 09.01 —cesTkygara Piaaea Xpucrosoro
Januar 2301, Marinez/ Pukhalska (Pizagswii sepren)/ Weihnachtsfeier
30,01 Schirott/ Schmidt A P
Noruii 06.02. Schréder/ Schulz 27.02 - ypouncTuid 3axia NPUCBAYCHNI Nam'sTi
Februar 20.02. Soultanian/Kalber Neci Ykpaitku (150 pokie Bia AHA HAPOAXeHHS)/
27.02. Savchynskyy/Scherbyna  Erinnerung an Lesia Ukrainka
13.03. YpOUMCTIIA 3XIA NPUCBAYEHWIA Na'ATi
Tymoshenk hk
Bepesers 13.03. ymoshenko/Vasiuchka 1 oquena/ Erinnerung an T.G.
Zhabenko-
Marz 27.03. Schewtschenko; 27.03. CninbHe poanucyeaHHs
Voloschchuk//Bernadyn
nucarok/ Gemeinsames Bemalen von Ostereiern
Kairers 10.04. Berenbaum/Demeter
April 24,04 Dick/Dobler
TpaseHs 08.05 Gorbatyi/Gryshchuk 08.05. - [les maTepi - Muttertag 22.05.

Fig.4. Screen shot of a section in the German translated format of Ukrainian being used

3.2. Ukrainian Facebook Groups in Germany

For our analysis we have chosen the two largest Ukrainian Facebook groups in Germany. The
first is Ukrainians in Germany (Yxpaiami B Himeuuuni) counting 45,400 followers, which was
found in 2017 and operates on controlled membership granted by administrators based on Ukrainian
origin or citizenship. Whereas the group Ukrainians in Berlin (‘ Ykpainmi y bepnini’) was found in
2018 and currently has 6700 members.
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DEUTSCHLAND

YkpaiHui B bepniHi (Ukrainer in

YkpaiHui B HimewuuHi > Berlin) -

@ Private group - 47K members
Q Public group - 6,7K members

CIXTL%D $PLONIO @D

Fig. 5. Ukrainians in Germany ( ‘Yxpainyi ¢ Himeuyuni’) and Ukrainians in Berlin (* Yxpainyi 6 bepnini’)
Facebook page

Both groups have been running as a platform for discussions considering work & money,
health, education, important places in Germany, communication & travel, government & local
authority information and the news from the homeland.

Due to privacy issues, we were unable to check the identity of the participants to see
whether they’re native Ukrainian speakers or are just of Ukrainian heritage so therefore could
only go off the names provided by the members of the group. We analyzed the first 15 most
recent posts of each Facebook group within the period between 20% to 24™ April 2021 to see
which is a primary language of their communication and whether multiple languages were used.

In the majority of posts and discussions, the first language of choice is Ukrainian (10 out of
the 15 posts in both groups) and show the evidence of Ukrainian-Russian code switching as the
posts in Ukrainian are followed by comments in Ukrainian and Russian as shown below:

(A) °[U] 7 Good day to all. Maybe someone knows whether its allowed to cross the border (not a
visa, but under the student program ZAV) with a three-year-old child?

(B)[U] Do you have a permit to take the child?

(A)[U] We go with my husband together. What permission are you talking about?

(O)[R] The child must obtain a visa for family reunification. Find the list of documents on the
website of the Embassy of Ukraine.

However, some posts are posted in Russian, as illustrated by example below with a request to
find a Russian speaking doctor:

(A)[R] Please help to find a Russian-speaking gynecologist in Leipzig who knows.
(B)[U] I know there is one in Halle.

(O)IR] In the center near Hofe am Briihl there is Frau Metzler.

(D)[U] There is a group of Ukrainians in Leipzig.

(E)[U] Make the Germans learn Russian! What a disgrace!

(F)[U] You must go into the community — the Russians of Germany.

(G)[U] You need to go into the community of Russians.

From the comments of this post, we may also see that speakers E, F and G clearly display
their dissatisfaction with the fact that the author is willing to have a Russian speaking doctor in non-
Russian speaking country and perhaps by the fact that the request is posted in Russian. However, it
is the only case of such reaction as in the other posts analyzed the comments in Russian and
Ukrainian of different content coexist without any negative attitude to bi- or multilingualism as
shown on a further post in the same group where an occasional Ukrainian-German code-switching
is also found (user C, G and H) which is prevalent among multilingual speakers:

(A)[U] Prompt a proven company for employment on a Polish visa!

® In examples, personal names have been changed to ensure anonymity of the participants.
7 All examples are presented in English, as this is the practice followed by EWJUS. The original language of
interaction is indicated as follows: [U] - Ukrainian, [R] - Russian, [G] — German. All translations are mine.
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(B)[U] I also want to find such a company.

(O)[R] There are no such companies, you cannot work legally in Germany on a Polish visa.
You can only work in Poland. If you do not believe me, then write this question in the group.
Laws of Germany, where you will get answer from lawyers.

(E)[U] Zoll has an exact information:))) ...

(F)[G] Zoll.

(G)[G] Bundespolizei und Zollamt.

In the example above, speaker A begins his appeal in Ukrainian. Speaker C communicates in
Russian, speaker E code-switch between Ukrainian and German, and finally speaker F and G
responds in German.

There was not much Ukrainian-German code-switching found, however, the local germanised
Ukrainian slang is attested. Thus in the discussion of Ukrainians in Germany about the
transportation services in one of the comments the group member chooses instead of Ukrainian
oaxywo (dakuii) [thank you] to use the neologism dskyrowon (dakuiison) created by composition of
oaxyro and transliterated second part of its German equivalent dankeschon [thank you] to
demonstrate a multilingual skills and perhaps an established status in the local community as an
“expert,” by using the slang, which as this user marks, the Ukrainians of Bavaria are aware of and
know:

(A)[U] Hey folks! Who can go on Saturday afternoon or Sunday morning from the Munich area to
Poland, and maybe even to Ukraine?

(B)[U] We will go tomorrow.

(O)[R] Viber +38067XXXXXXX. Write to me.

(A)[U] Dakuuson.

(E)[U] I have not heard such word — dakuiison.

(A)[U] This way we say in Lower Bavaria.

Finally, the only post which entirely uses German language was found in an advertisement of
online German courses in the Facebook group Ukrainians in Berlin. As we can judge from the
Ukrainian surname used in the nickname of the author and his Facebook page — it was written by a
German based business founded by Ukrainian native speaker which as indicated in the post resides
in Germany for more than 5 years:

« @l Ypainui 8 Bepnini (Uk.. Q-

| % - Rate this translatior

Fig. 6. Ukrainians in Berlin — post in German to advertise German online courses

In the same Facebook group, the Ukrainian-English code switch is also used in the name of
the banner to advertise international transportation services from Ukraine to Germany, Belgium and
Netherlands as shown in on the screenshot (probably taking into account that the author may
address not only to German or Ukrainian/Russian speaking customers).
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CnpinTtep Ekcnpec
5h-Q

Bui3g 3 YkpaiHu 26 KBiTHA!

ykpau-la-. Hmeqana- a
Benbrm | B lAepnaHp,M~

oy Like £ Share

Fig. 7. Ukrainians in Berlin — Ukrainian-English code switch in the banner

Apart from these discussions, the other posts in these groups were purely written in
Ukrainian followed by Ukrainian and in the lesser extent by Russian comments.

We presume that a possible reason for the high proportion of Ukrainian language choice on
these Facebook pages may be because the users are actively encouraged to keep their national
identity as we may conclude from the names of these groups and especially from Ukrainian in
Germany groups’ testament: We invite everyone who support pro-Ukrainian sentiments on this
social network. /Those who are in love with Ukraine and believe in its future.

4. CONCLUSIONS AND SCOPE FOR FURTHER RESEARCH

Our research aimed to analyze the content for both the Ukrainian websites and Facebook
groups speech on the subject of primary language use and language code-switch. Our first
conclusion is that Ukrainian is used as the default language on websites and in social media
communication, and is central in those interactions (German and Russian are used to considerably
lesser degrees). The only one case of negative attitude towards the Russian language use on the
Facebook post was also indicated. However, the low number of such criticism might also underline
the acceptance of Russian-speaking Ukrainians into the community.

As the analysis demonstrated, it is rather difficult to find a vast breadth of sources where
speakers used language code-switching. However, there appeared to be more use of code-
switching and linguistic variety on Facebook groups (mostly between Russian and Ukrainian
languages) than websites, perhaps because the latter two are viewed as being slightly archaic for
communication purposes of the community.

In fact, the positioning of Ukrainian as the central language of the studied online resources
may be viewed as an assertion of a Ukrainian identity in the Ukrainian diaspora in Germany and
demonstration of an ideology of state language use in the public space. This language practice may
be specified as a form of “language display”™® or “iconization of language™, signaling a process
of perhaps Ukrainianization of the studied community.

Overall, by comparing and contrasting our findings from different media sources, we may
conclude we were successfully able to identify our research question and focal point, how
Ukrainian groups residing in Germany establish and enforce their state language via social
media platforms and which influence does it have on the identity construction.

8 Coupland, N. (2012). Bilingualism on Display: The Framing of Welsh and English in Welsh Public Spaces.
Language in Society, 41, p. 1.
® Irvine, T., & Gal. S. (2012). Language Ideology and Linguistic Differentiation. Regimes of Language: Ideologies,
Polities and Identities, p. 37.
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Amnacracis Ky3Henoa. Bukopucranus MoBu Ta (popMyBaHHS iIeHTHYHOCTI YKPAIHCHKUX OHJIAH
cniBroBapuctB y Himeuunni. L{s crarTs BuB4a€e BUKOpHUCTaHHS MOBH Ta 1 BITHOIIEHHS /10 IIEGHTHYHOCTI
yKpaiHchbkux Tpoman y HimeuunHi Ha BeO-caiitax Ta B comiadpHuX Mepexax. Ilounnatoun 3 2014 poky,
koHQuiKT Ha Cxoni YKpaiHM NPU3BIB /10 HAJA3BHYAiHO BEJMKOTO Ta IHTEHCHBHOTO TOTOKY YKPaiHCBKHX
MirpasTiB 710 3axigHoi €Bpornm Ta HiMeuunHM, 30KpeMa, MOPOPKYIOUM JaBHI MpoOiaeMu (GopmyBaHHS
IIGHTUYHOCTI Ta BUKOPHCTaHHS MOBH sIK B YKpaiHi, TaK i BCepeqHI YKpaiHCHKHUX A1aCIIOPHUX CIUIBHOT
cBiTy. Y miif cTarTi PO3MISHYTI MOBHI 17€0J0Tii, MPaKTUKKH Ta (OpPMyBaHHS IIEHTHYHOCTI YKPaiHCHKOL
miacopu B HimewyuwHi TnuisxoM aHamizy ii MOBHOI OHJIaH-aKTUBHOCTI. [IJI1 1BOTO HANI aHAi3
CIMPAETHCS HA HU3KY MDKIUCIUILTIHAPHUX METOIOJIOT1H, BKITIOUAIOYH TTOTIEPEIH] OITMCOBI 3BITH OHJIAHH-
JCKyCiii Jiacniop, X MOBHI NMpPaKTHKM Ta CTaBJICHHS O MOBH, @ TAKOX JOCII/PKEHHS JHCKYypCHBHOTO
(hopMyBaHHS HalliOHAIBHOI 1IEHTUYHOCTI. 3a3Ha4eHOo, 0 YKPaiHChKa MOBa BUKOPHCTOBYETHCS SIK MOBa
3a 3aMOBUYBaHHSIM Ha BeO-calTax Ta y CIUIKyBaHHI B COLIANBHUX MepeXax 1 € HEeHTPaJbHOI0 y IHX
B3a€EMOJIISIX (HIMEIIbKa Ta pOCiiChka MOBH BUKOPHUCTOBYIOTHCS B 3HAYHO MEHIIIIN Mipi).

Kuaro4uoBi cjoBa: ieHTHYHICTH; BUKOPHCTAaHHS MOBH; OCHOBHA MOBAQ; COIiaJIbHI Melia; yKpaiHChKa
Jiacriopa.
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