Surzhyk: Attitudes & Usage
Among Ukrainian People

Kateryna Kravchenko Brigham Young University
Joseph A. Stanley Brigham Young University




What is Surzhyk?

refers to a range of macaronic (mixed) sociolects of Ukrainian and Russian languages
originally meant mixing of two different types of flour (wheat and rye), which is
considered a lower grade flour

there is no unifying set of characteristics

the term is used for norm-breaking, non-obedience to or non-awareness of the rules of
the Ukrainian and Russian standard languages

it is not Russian-accented Ukrainian
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Most research is focused on morphosyntax and typology (Flier 1998, Bilaniuk 1998, 2004;
Kent 2010, 2012; Hentschel & Palinska 2022)

Lack of governmental support leads to linguistic stigmatization; described as a virus and
part of Russia’s systemic linguicide. (Flier 1998).

“Crippled”, “harmful parasite”, “dulls people”, “primitivizes thought” (Bilaniuk 1998)

“The State has to ensure the comprehensive development and functioning of the Ukrainian
language in all spheres of social life throughout the entire territory of Ukraine”
(Constitution of Ukraine, art. 10)

Surzhyk is often associated with a lack of education, Ukrainian is gaining more prestige, but

Russian still has a high status (Bilaniuk, 1997)




2022 Invasion of Ukraine
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A continuation of a decade’s worth of war: the Revolution of Dignity, occupation and
annexation of Crimea, war in Donbas, full-scale invasion
In the past 373 days, 8 million Ukrainians have fled their homeland and tens of

thousands have died (on both sides)

Change in linguistic attitudes towards Russian and Ukrainian.

Presumably a change in attitudes towards Surzhyk as well.




Research Questions

RQ1: When and where do people use Surzhyk in 2022 Ukraine? In other
words, what are the domains of usage?

RQ2: What are the attitudes toward Surzhyk among the Ukrainian
population and how have they changed in the last two decades?

Outline of this talk:
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Study 1: Domains of Use




Methods
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15 Ukrainians (ages 18-60) residing in
Ukraine prior to February 24

2 questionnaires

Semi-structured interview (in Ukrainian)

Domains of language use »

(adapted from lvanova, 2013)

The participants were asked to rate how
comfortable they would be speaking
Surzhyk in each of proposed settings

Domains of language use

OS Communicating in official/
formal situations

With a policeman

In a bank

At the doctor’s

With clients

E In cultural establishments

O0Og|(w|™

With an unknown person

At work

In the shop

St In the street

F With friends




Results

Generally, a more casual setting of language use means people are more likely to be

comfortable using Surzhyk:

<  With friends and family

%  “Inthe shop” was one of the most common domains

% None of the participants indicated domain “Official/formal situation” as acceptable
setting for speaking Surzhyk

% “With policeman” was not considered casual by Ivanova (2013), but people said they

would be comfortable speaking Surzhyk




Results

“Cyp*KUK Ue aK cneHr. A < He byay B “Surzhyk is like slang. I'm not going to
pobo4YoMy iMenNi 00 KePIBHUUTBA use “lol” in a work email to my boss, or
NMCaTW 10N, YN LWOCh TaKe. ToOMy Ha something like that. So it's Ukrainian at

pPOBOTI YKpalHCbKa, CYpP*KMK BOOMA.” work, Surzhyk at home.”




Study 2: Attitudes




I feel less patriotic when I use Surzhyk.
51 He BinuyBaio cebe narpioToM, KOJIH CILIKYIOCh 32 JIOIOMOI0I0 CYPAKHKY.

At times I fear that by using Surzhyk I will become like a foreigner.
IHozi MeHe DeHTEXHTD Te, 110 Hepe3 CYPHKHK s Oy/ly 3/1aBaTHCS 1HO3EMIIEM.

« Same interviews and participants as in Study 1. e e
o not feel awl when using Surzhyk.

51 He BiyBaO HE3PYHHICTh, KOJIM BUKOPHCTOBYIO CYP/KHK.

% Questionnaire about attitudes towards Surzhyk »

(adapted from |_|U & Zhao’ 2011) I’d like to see Surzhyk used and represented in media.

Meti 6 xoTiiocs, 106 CypKHK BHKOPHCTOBYBAIIH B MeJlia.

«  Original study looked at the attitudes of Chinese

Surzhyk sounds very nice.
CypKHK 3By4HTh MEJIO/IIHHO.

people toward Chinese-English mixing

s Adapted to fit the language situation in Ukraine Surzhyk is an important aspect of Ukrainian culture.
CypxuK — 11e BaXUTHBHIT ACTEKT YKPAiHChKOT KYJIBTYPH.
%  Statements were used as a part of semi-structured

) . I wish that I could speak pure and fluent Ukrainian.
interview Meni 6 XOTiIOCH MaTH MOXUIHBICTb CITUIKYBATHCA YHCTOIO YKPAIHCHKOK MOBOIO.

Surzhyk is a sign of uneducated person.
CypiKHK — 03HAKa HEOCBIYCHOT JIOIHHH.




Results

Insufficient knowledge of Ukrainian is a key factor that encourages the use of Surzhyk in

communication:

< “BinbWicTb Tak NUWYTb i PO3MOBNAKTb 60
BOHW He 3HatoTb npasun”

%  “lLo6 TBOA yKpaiHCbKa 6yna MMI03BYYHOLO,
1l Tpeba cnoYaTKy BUBUYUTU”

< “PaHniwe a 6inblwe cninkyBanacb POCiNCbKOLo,

A 00CI YaCTO BUKOPUCTOBYIO POCINCbKI CnoBa.

bo 9 He MOXKy LWBMAKO 3ragath YKpalHCbKNI

BapiaHT’

“Most write and speak this way because they do
not know the rules”

“In order for Ukrainian language to sound good, it
must first be learned”

“l used to speak Russian more, and | still use
Russian words quite often, because | can't
remember the Ukrainian equivalent quickly

enough”




Negative Affitudes

Most participants expressed that language purity is important to them:

< “HBBaxalo, o MoBa Mae ByTuK uncToto, 6e3 % “In my opinion, language should be

MOMUNOK clean, without errors”
% “Cyp>UK MeHe bicuTb”

7/
%

“Surzhyk irritates me”
% “He nobnio, KoM po3MOBAAOTb Ha CYPIKUKY”
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“| don’t like when people speak Surzhyk”
% “HeHaBunarky, KON yKpalHCbKY MOBY
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“I hate to hear when Ukrainian language

CNOTBOPIOIOTH POCINCEKMMU ClIOBaMM get distorted with Russian words”




Negative Affitudes

“A B>xMBato baraTo pycn3MiB Tam, ae
BOHW He NoTpPibHi. A HamMaratcb He
BXXMBATU IX | KaXKy NI0OAM: AKLLO MOXKHA
1X 3aMiHNTK BiNblU YKPAIHCbKO BEPCIELD,

CKa)iTb MeHi, 6yab nacka”

“l use a lot of Russianisms where
they are not needed. | try to not use
them, and | say to people: if they can
be replaced with a more Ukrainian

equivalent, tell me, please”




Positive Attitudes
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Positive attitude towards those people who are in the process of learning to speak
“pure” Ukrainian
s Referred to Surzhyk as a “transitional period” between speaking Russian in the

past and switching to Ukrainian only:

“Akuwo nrogmMHa peanbHO CTAapPa€ETbCA, “If a person is trying their best, |
A AyMato WO Le KIacHo, e BapTo think it is cool, it is admirable. |
noBaru. B Taknx Bunagkax s B3arani don’t mind Surzhyk at all in cases

He NPOTU CYPXXNKY. A HaBiTb 33" like this. I'm all for it, even”
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“Al noBa»kato BCiX, XTO HAMara€eTbCa NepenTm Ha

YKpPaIHCbKY Micnsa Toro, AK rnovanachb BilHa. Y Takux

Noaen € JiTka rpoMagsaHcbKa nosunuia. MopanbHi
LiHHocTi. [1na uboro noTpibeH yac, 6baraTto
npakTMKK. Lle HopManbHO, Wo cnoyaTtky byne

Ba*<Ko.”

“No noBHOMacwTabHOro BTOPrHeHHsa g B3arani
Mal>Ke He PO3MOBNANa YKPAIHCbKO, TiIIbKM B
lWwKoni. A NoTiM 9K 3agyManacs, YoMy Mu B YKpaiHi
B3arasi pO3MOBASEMO POCINCbKOIO, MEHI a)K
MOTOPOLIHO cTano. Mu Bci pycudikoBaHi! Tomy
Tenep Cyp>XMK Mil Kpalwmii gpyr, YKPaiHCbKOO 4

Oy><e NoBINbHO AyMato.”

“| respect everyone who is trying to switch to

speaking Ukrainian after the war started.
These people have a strong sense of civic
engagement.! Personal morals. It takes time,
a lot of practice. It's understandable that they
will struggle at first.”

Lit. “civic position”

“Before the full-scale invasion | almost never
spoke Ukrainian, only in school. And then
when | thought about why we speak Russian
in Ukraine at all, | felt uneasy. We were all
Russified! So now Surzhyk is my best friend,
because when | think in Ukrainian I'm too

slow.”




Discussion

Parallels post-Soviet attitudes, except Surzhyk is doing better.

“Language itself can function as such a symbol for which some are ready to die or
kill.” (Tabouret-Keller 1997:319)

“People are motivated to adjust their speech style, or accommodate, as means of

expressing values, attitudes, and intentions towards others. [...] A shift away from
the other’s style of speech represents divergence and is considered often a tactic

of social dissociation.” (Giles 1982:105)




Conclusion
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People are more comfortable with speaking Surzhyk in more casual settings. Surzhyk is
inappropriate for official settings.

Many people still have negative views about Surzhyk and think it is associated with lack
of education, but negative attitudes towards Russian now also play a big role.

Positive attitudes are associated with viewing Surzhyk as a “transitional tool” towards
speaking Ukrainian instead of Russian.

Parallels with post-Soviet era, but with Surzhyk perhaps doing better than before.
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