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About the author: 

Mariam Naiem is a Ukrainian of Afghan origin, a researcher of 

culture. Mariam focuses on making the broad English-speaking world 

understand the cultural context of the Russian war on Ukraine. In 

particular, she aims to foster an understanding of the colonial and 

racial aspects and practices of Russian culture with respect to 

Ukraine and other countries colonized by Russia. Mariam works on 

decolonizing the discourse on Ukraine in order to center Ukrainian 

voices and de-center Russian and pro-Russian imperialist narratives. 

Mariam aims to be a bridge between English-speaking audiences and 

Ukrainians due to her experiences with both Ukrainian and Western 

cultures. 

 

 

 

Summary and key points of the article: 

• Russia’s military invasion of Ukraine is informed by imperialistic visions, in which self-

ascribed cultural superiority and denigration of Ukrainian culture play a central role.  

• The suppression of the Ukrainian language dates back centuries and goes hand in hand with 

the elevation of Russian as a factor that ostensibly unifies Russians and Ukrainians.  

• Stereotypical depictions of the Ukrainians have particularly been evident in the writings of 

Russian intellectuals of the 19th century, having framed cultural cliches and entrenched 

Russian promoted hierarchies of a “civilized” Russian center as against a “naturalistic”, 

“uncultured” Ukrainian periphery.  

• Widespread stereotypes portray the Ukrainians as “unintelligent”; “amusing”; “primitive” and 

“treasonous”.  

• Ukraine’s struggle for territorial independence is also being complemented by the process of 

overthrowing the invisible relations of cultural dependence and a Ukrainian inferiority 

complex enforced by Moscow both in the past and in the present. 
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The role of language in the Russian paradigm of domination  

Vladimir Putin declared that he started the war to protect the Russian people. By Russian people, he 

means above all those who speak the Russian language rather than Russians as defined by ethnicity. 

This is an inherent characteristic of the Kremlin-promoted “Russian world”: if one speaks Russians, 

they automatically become part of the Russian nation. 

According to James Mace, “The only thing that can really illustrate political independence is the 

dissimilarity of a country to its neighbor, and one of the important factors in that independence is 

language”.1 

This is why the oppression and history of the Ukrainian language are central to the war. 

The Russian suppression of the Ukrainian language  

The inception of Russian attacks on the Ukrainian language was first documented in the 17th century 

and has not stopped since.2 

A notorious instance is The Valuev Circular. On 18 July 1863 Minister of Internal Affairs of the 

Russian Empire Pyotr Valuev issued a decree named The Valuev Circular. The regulation 

forbade all publications in the Ukrainian language (including educational, religious, or 

educational material for children) except for belles-lettres works. The main reason for the adoption 

of such measures was related to political instability generated by the emancipation of the serfs in 

1861. The expansion of the Ukrainian language could become an essential tool for Ukrainian 

activists and the easiest solution for Russian rulers was to destroy linguistic emancipation from the 

beginning. 

By mocking the Ukrainian language, Valuev simultaneously derided the idea of Ukrainian 

independence:  They [the majority of Little Russians expressing their opinions in the press] prove 

with great conviction that there has not been, is not, and cannot be any special Little Russian 

language, and that their dialect as used by the common folk is the very same Russian language, only 

corrupted by Poland’s influence on it.3 

 
1 Masenko, L. ‘Українська мова і Росія. Імперія застосувала проти українців цілий арсенал засобів’ (‘Ukrainian 

language and Russia. The empire used a whole arsenal of means against the Ukrainians,’ Radio Svoboda, 25 August 

2019).  
2  Siruk, O. ‘A guide to the history of oppression of the Ukrainian language,’ Chytomo, 29 March 2023.  
3  Flier, M. S. Graziosi, A. ‘The Battle for Ukrainian: An Introduction,’ Harvard Ukrainian Studies, 35(1-4), 2017-

2018.  

about:blank
https://chytomo.com/en/a-guide-to-the-history-of-oppression-of-the-ukrainian-language/
https://www.husj.harvard.edu/articles/the-battle-for-ukrainian-an-introduction
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Interestingly, in the contemporary circumstances of 2022, we can find plentiful examples of similar 

mocking of the Ukrainian language on Russian state television or by government officials. For 150 

years the political methods of Russian politicians have remained the same.4 

The willingness of Ukrainians to speak Ukrainian and stop using Russian offends the Russian 

patriot. From this perspective, there is only one reason why Ukrainians rejected the mighty Russian 

language (“the language of civilization and culture”) for lower status Ukrainian: they are narrow-

minded and pretentious. For a long time, the Ukrainian language was not perceived as a language 

but only a dialect of a larger and more developed Russian language. This dialect was considered 

amusing in its inferiority. 

The attitude of the Russian state to the Ukrainian language and the Ukrainian people is analogous. 

Both need to be developed further to be considered complete (as a language or nation), and both are 

ridiculed in their attempts to be so. 

A typical method used by Russian propaganda consists in imparting a negative connotation 

to otherwise neutral Ukrainian words. This is especially evident in how the Ukrainian word 

“nezalezhnist” (independence) is deployed in Russian media. When Russian politicians or 

journalists try to devalue Ukraine, instead of using the Russian language equivalent, they pronounce 

Ukrainian “nezalezhnist” mockingly – as if, in their view, the Ukrainian word had a self-standing 

and independent quality. The implication of the derision of the Ukrainian expression is that there is 

no such thing as Ukrainian independence. Ukrainian pretentions for independence are preposterous 

because Kyiv has no autonomy and never had. Similar framings of the word “mova” (language) 

attempt to convey that Ukrainian is not an actual language but an imitation of the true one. 

 

 

 
4  Smotrim. ‘Незалежная вступила с Россией в войну за борщ’ (‘Nezalezhnaya entered the war for borscht with 

Russia’, 7 December 2020).  

https://smotrim.ru/video/2247876
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Such an attitude not only shows a top-down view of the Ukrainian language, but also indicates that 

it does not possess the qualities of a genuine, authentic, serious language (like the Russian one), but 

only pretends to be such, mimicking it. Therefore, all words pronounced in the Ukrainian way 

automatically have the opposite meaning. 

In addition to the open abuse of the Ukrainian language, another favorite and important argument 

of the Russian regime for unleashing the war is the so-called “oppression of Russian-speaking (and 

therefore Russian) people.” What does the “oppression” look like? I use my personal experiences 

to shed light on this framing stemming from Russian cultural hegemony. 

A first-hand experience: Internalizing and overcoming Russian domination  

I was born and raised in Kyiv in a Russian-speaking family. My father was not fluent in Ukrainian, 

so Russian was the primary language spoken at home. He did not have to use Ukrainian because 

everyone could speak Russian. TV and movies were in Russian. Most popular culture products were 

in Russian: books, music, movies and their voiceover, magazines, TV shows, and news. They were 

either made in Russia or made in Ukraine but in Russian. 

Although the primary language of instruction in schools was Ukrainian, it was not “cool” to speak 

Ukrainian. Hence, most of us spoke Russian. This was a classic representation of cultural relations 

between a colony and empire: the language of the metropole is cultivated as the better and more 

“civilized” one. 

Once, as a child, I discovered that some of my classmates speak Ukrainian at home. “Oh, it must be 

because they are from villages or have relatives there.” This was my explanation that some kids did 

not speak Russian at home. Of course, I hail from a specific region (Kyiv), but this attitude has 

undoubtedly existed for years in many places in Ukraine. 
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Another topic of teenage complaints was Ukrainian literature: it was always about our nation’s never-

ending struggle. We did not fully grasp the paramount importance of that struggle, and of course, I 

compared Ukrainian literature to the Russian one, thinking how the latter is more developed. 

This is an example of cultural alienation: devaluation and rejection of one’s own culture, and 

seeing value in a different, dominant, imposed culture of the colonizers. The description of 

Ukrainians and the Ukrainian language as “funny” and “silly” in the books of Turgenev pushed me 

to consider myself more Russian than Ukrainian. Because I did not want to be that “funny Ukrainian”. 

Comical behavior is one of the invariant components of the Russian stereotype of a Ukrainian: 

hilarious people who sing and dance a lot and speak in an amusing “dialect”. 

The stereotypical representation of the Ukrainians was reinforced by the politics of the printing 

press: until 2014, the book market of Ukraine was dominated by Russian books. According to 

unofficial data, up to 80% of books were in Russian, printed in Ukraine, or imported from Russia.5 

Even after the beginning of the war with Russia in 2014, Russian authors were still taught in the 

Ukrainian school program. Moreover, even now, during the large-scale war, the program still contains 

authors whose works express an imperialistic view of Ukraine that I described before.6 

Ukrainian TV was also influenced by the “Russian world” and spread its ideas. I reviewed all 

the TV shows broadcast on one of the most popular channels: out of 72 shows, 33 were Russian. 

Eight of them were about the military and explicitly endorsed the Russian army. 

This has been slowly changing. In 2018, the share of shows in Ukrainian reached a record 64%, and 

the percentage of Russian shows dropped to a record low of 7%. By 2020, however, the trend 

reversed, and the Russian shows again reached almost half of the showtime, and Ukrainian ones took 

up 41%. At the time, six years had already passed since the Russian military invasion of Ukraine, and 

as is demonstrated the cultural invasion has had an even longer history.7 

For a long time, local pro-Russian political elites were dividing Ukrainian society, and did not engage 

in developing Ukrainian culture. Improving Ukrainian culture was not in the sphere of their interests, 

nor that of their masters. 

 
5 Dorosh, S. ‘“Вона тут надовго”. Чому російська книга зміцнює позиції в Україні’ (‘“She’s here for the long 

haul.” Why the Russian book strengthens the position in Ukraine’, BBC, September 25 2020).  
6 Krechetova, D. ‘У шкільній програмі залишать твори Гоголя, Булгакова та Ільфа і Петрова – МОН’ (‘The works 

of Gogol, Bulgakov and Ilf and Petrov will remain in the school curriculum - MES,’ УП.Життя, 4 August 2022.) 
7 Detector Media ‘У 2020 році частка російської мови на каналах «великої шістки» виросла до 46% – 

дослідження’ (‘In 2020, the share of the Russian language on the channels of the “big six” grew to 46% - research,’ 

November 8 2020).  

https://www.bbc.com/ukrainian/features-54281031
https://detector.media/infospace/article/182304/2020-11-08-u-2020-rotsi-chastka-rosiyskoi-movy-na-kanalakh-velykoi-shistky-vyrosla-do-46-doslidzhennya/
https://detector.media/infospace/article/182304/2020-11-08-u-2020-rotsi-chastka-rosiyskoi-movy-na-kanalakh-velykoi-shistky-vyrosla-do-46-doslidzhennya/
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Not only was imperialist culture never overcome, but it was squeezing the Ukrainian culture out of 

Ukraine through alienation and humiliation. Little did I know how much damage and imperialist ideas 

I absorbed from Russian literature. I am still coping with the consequences of the years of cultural 

alienation and am trying to rediscover Ukrainian culture for myself. 

I have spent countless hours working to eradicate my “cultural cringe”: the internalized 

inferiority complex that causes people to devalue their own community’s culture. However, this 

is the process of healing. I know for sure that I am ready to work on myself so that my culture is never 

again in danger. This is the price of freedom: cultural and political. 

Russian cultural domination and humiliation of Ukrainians manifested itself not only in the attitude 

towards the language but also in the perception of Ukrainians. Let’s look at the cultural dimension of 

this oppression through the lens of Russia’s stereotyping of Ukrainians. 

Stereotyping: A colonizer’s tool for cultural suppression 

I suggest thinking about Russian stereotyping of Ukrainians in terms of two stages. First, a “romantic” 

image before the 20th century (it is less rosy than it might sound), and second, a “treacherous” twist 

of this image from the 20th century until now.  

In the 18th–19th century Russian empire, there was a wave of interest in Ukrainian culture due 

to the ideas of Romanticism. During this time, Ukraine was the “Russian Scotland”. Ukrainians 

became romantic heroes: Ukraine, its history, the way of life, and people’s customs were the object 

of romantic idealization. One of the reasons for such romanticization was related to the heroic images 

of the Cossacks: honest, brave, simple-minded, rude, uneducated, uncouth, and close to nature, that 

is, “natural” people. 

 

“The Zaporozhian Cossacks Writing a Reply to the Turkish Sultan” by Ilya Repin (one of Russia’s 

most famous painters of the 19th century) 
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“Cossack in the steppe”, by Ilya Repin 

Here are the main stereotypes about Ukrainians that I have identified in eight works by known 

Russian 19th-century intellectuals. These stereotypes, in a way, become a basis for the modern 

stereotype of a Ukrainian. 

• Ukrainians are unintelligent and uneducated  

From “Letters from Little Russia [Russian chauvinist name for Ukraine]”, by Alexei Levshin, Russian 

historian, writer, and ethnographer, 1816, p.73: “The superstitions and prejudices the Little Russians 

are subject to cannot be called vices because they are common to all peoples [“tribes”]: because all, 

especially unenlightened, people are infected with them.” 
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From “Articles and reviews. Articles about Pushkin” by Russian literary critic Vissarion Belinsky, 

1846, p. 62: “These people would not have allowed civilization closer than a cannon shot to 

themselves and, even then, only to fool it with a spear and a whip.” 

 

From “Guide to the study of the Russian land and its population” by Mikhail Vladimirsky-Budanov, 

1867, p.277: “Little Russians preserved some of the shortcomings of underdeveloped tribes, such as 

vindictiveness and cunningness.” 
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• Ukrainians are amusing 

Because a lack of culture is also “naїve” and “deserving of derision”, there is an inherent comicality 

in the image of the Ukrainian. This brings us to the second stereotype: Ukrainians are amusing. 

From “Domestic studies. Russia according to the stories of travelers and scientific research”, 1864 – 

1887, p. 106: “The Russians [...] make fun of the Khokhols [ethnic slur for Ukrainians], telling a lot 

of funny jokes [“anekdots”] about them, in which the Little Russians are exhibited as either 

extraordinarily naїve or simple-hearted or good-natured people: but naїvety, innocence, and kindness 

are rather good qualities than shortcomings. The reason for secrecy and distrust of the Little Russians 

towards the Russians must be sought in history.” 

 

• Ukrainians are a people of nature 

From “Letters from Little Russia”, p. 70: “Blessed air and fertile land give these inhabitants the right 

to be called children of nature: if only it does not deprive many of them of the essential virtue for 

human well-being—hard work.” 
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From “Picturesque Russia. Volume Five: Little Russia, Podolia and Volhynia”, 1897, p. 21: “A Little-

Russian is the same ‘baby’ nation as Great-Russians, but only with a more childish attitude to life and 

its phenomena. A Little-Russian is more of a child of nature than a Great-Russian.” 

 

This Ukrainian “naturalness” pushes us to the following segregation: natural relative to whom? To a 

“civilized man”, of course. That is, Russian. 

All these stereotypes also have a universal quality to them as this is how empires have been looking 

at the cultures of their colonies: amusing in how untouched by civilization and intelligence they are, 

and leading a natural lifestyle in isolation of civilization. 

From the age of Romanticism, we can clearly see the juxtaposition: a “civilized” Russian vs. an 

“uncivilized” Ukrainian. It is always a top-down view, the gaze of the older, wiser, cultured, and 

civilized directed at a younger and uncivilized brother. 

Attempts to challenge such a view, to demonstrate its ethnocentrism, end in a fiasco since they insult 

the Russian people: These jokes are loving. How can these Ukrainians not understand it? 

• Ukrainians are traitors 

Another interesting popular topic for Russian intellectuals of the 19th century was the idea of Russians 

and Ukrainians belonging to one big Russian nation (despite them clearly classifying Ukrainians as a 

distinct category). From “Picturesque Russia”, p. 20 yet again: 

“Both of these Russian peoples [Ukrainians and Russians] still have more in common than 

differences. Both Russians, both Orthodox; both have common enemies. Both fought for the greatness 

that Russia has achieved: both worked on Russian science and literature. Their differences are not 
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only not harmful but also positively beneficial. They strengthen the bond: they make the Little-

Russian and the Great-Russian indispensable to each other. It is impossible and unnecessary to erase 

these differences generated by the conditions of nature and all history. Little-Russian has always been 

Russian and will be.” 

 

At the beginning of the 20th century, Ukraine had a brief moment of independence before becoming 

part of the USSR. The desire for political autonomy adds a new twist to the existing stereotypes: 

Ukrainians now also become traitors. 

An example of such an attitude toward the Ukrainian desire for independence can be found on p.131 

in “The White Guard” by Mikhail Bulgakov, 1925. Traitors and negative characters speak Ukrainian 

and sympathize with the Ukrainian cause. The main positive characters are bearers of Russian culture. 

Of course, there could be no question of Lariosik being a traitor. In no case an intelligent person, and, 

even more, a gentleman who signed bills for seventy-five thousand and sends telegrams in sixty-three 

words, can be on the side of Symon Petliura, leader of the Ukrainian People’s Army. 

The desire for political sovereignty is perceived as something absolutely meaningless and irrational, 

the illogical behavior of Ukrainian savages who do not understand the benefits of civilization. The 

rejection of Russian culture is a voluntary transition to “barbarism” and the Ukrainian “pre-cultural” 

(that is, pre-Russian) period. Thus, the benign “untouched by civilization” image now develops into 

“savagery”. This, of course, only got exacerbated by the second controversial attempt at Ukrainian 

independence during the interwar and World War II period. 

One of the telling anecdotes on this topic maintains that “One Ukrainian is a proprietor. Two 

Ukrainians are a partisan squad. Three Ukrainians are a partisan squad with a traitor.” 

A related image of a “frenemy” arises around this time. A friend because early USSR media tried to 

portray Ukrainians as the best friends of Russians. An enemy, of course, because they are now also 
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traitors. The traitor-frenemy idea develops into the most prominent feature in the image of Ukrainians 

in Russian culture: irrational hatred of Russians. The (amusing, not smart) younger brother who hides 

his hatred and anger at the elder brother, without any reason, simply because of his narrow-

mindedness. The Ukrainian blames the Russian for everything. 

Even though some of these stereotypes might look innocent, this is a typical imperialist point of view 

on the colonized culture: a derogatory top-down view. With time the prejudices of the “Romantic” 

time became a strong base for Russian Ukrainophobia. How quickly the amusing, uneducated, natural 

people became savages and traitors when they dared to reject the sacred Russian culture and go their 

own way. 

Modern Russian attempts to subjugate Ukraine are not a new undertaking, but a centuries-old one. 

Otherwise, how come Russian imperialists sound the same in the 21st and 19th century? Contrast 

Belinsky, 1846, p.60: “Little Russia has never been a state, and consequently it has no history, in the 

strict sense of the word,” and Putin, in his infamous speech on the 23rd of February, 2022: “The 

Ukrainian state is entirely a creation of Russia.” 

Conclusion 

Russia’s centuries-old cultural domination over Ukraine and concomitant suppression of the 

Ukrainian language and artistic expression represent the long duree antecedents of the Kremlin’s 

2022 war. In the Russian imperialist perspective, Ukraine is viewed as a (cultural) appendage to 

Russia without the right to its separate existence. The flourishing of Ukraine’s independent spirit will 

prove decisive for the outcome of the war and its aftermath: as the last vestiges of internalized 

inferiority are being transcended.  

 


