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ABSTRACT: In the Russian-Ukrainian conflict of identity, which began with the incorporation of ethnic Ukrainian
lands into the Muscovite state and has been ongoing with varying intensity for almost 370 years, and has had the
dimension of a large-scale war since the end of February 2022, language is not of little importance. Throughout
history, as Ukrainians have defended the preservation of their national identity, an important, yet invisible front
line has generally run along the language issue. While the Russian language has been used by the Kremlin as a
pretext for invasion (the alleged defense of the Russian-speaking population), Ukrainian is often their last bastion
of freedom and independence. While in Russia the Ukrainian language is treated as a manifestation of Russophobia
in itself, for Russian-speaking residents of the occupied regions of Ukraine it has become a symbol and often the
only possible manifestation of resistance to the invaders. A symbolic tool of struggle and defiance, an expression
of hope, a yearning for independence and the epitome of patriotism in Russian-occupied cities is the Ukrainian
letter "I." In Russian-occupied cities such as Mariupol and Henichesk, the underground resistance movement
adopted this very letter as a kind of symbol of freedom, painting it on walls, sidewalks, monuments, and other
public places, risking repression and loss of life. The article sheds light on a unique aspect of the Russian-Ukrainian
armed conflict and analyzes how a single Ukrainian letter became, for predominantly Russian-speaking Ukrainian
cities, a source of mobilization, a tool of resistance and expression of a non-Russian identity, a symbol of defiance

against attempts to impose foreign military, political, and cultural domination.
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INTRODUCTION

In the Russian Federation's war against Ukraine, which had a hybrid form from March 2014
to February 2022 and turned into an open large-scale invasion from February 24, 2022,
language plays a substantial role. Russian is a tool for achieving the Kremlin's geopolitical goals?,
a pretext? for expanding the borders of the Russian Federation through annexation and
occupation of part of a neighboring independent state territory. Ukrainian, on the other hand,
has become the epitome of freedom and independence, resistance and a factor in
strengthening the security of the Ukrainian state. It was the linguistic pretext that the Kremlin
presented as the main reason for the annexation of Crimea and the incitement of separatism
in the Donbass in 20143, convincing the international community of the need to defend the
Russian-speaking population*, which was allegedly discriminated against in these regions of
Ukraine.

The so-called "Russian Spring" has made many Ukrainian citizens realize that language is

not a neutral issue, and more than just a means of communication. According to the Russian

1 In the "Concept of State Support and Promotion of the Russian Language Abroad" signed by President Vladimir
Putin on November 3, 2015. "Concept of State Support and Promotion of the Russian Language Abroad" noted
that "the Russian language should be considered as one of the main tools for the dissemination and
implementation of the strategic foreign policy interests of the Russian Federation" (KoHyenuus
eocyodapcmseHHol No00epHKU U NPoOBUMEHUA PYCCKO20 A3bIKA 30 pybexcom, 3 Hoabpa 2015 .,
http://kremlin.ru/acts/news/50644, (accessed: 31.10.2023)). See also: N. Gergato-Dabek, Jezyk rosyjski jako
instrument wywierania wptywu w wojnie hybrydowej Rosji z Ukraing, [w:] Bezpieczeristwo Polski w XXI wieku, S.
Jaczynski, M. Kubiak (red.), Warszawa 2019, s. 205-226.

2Aleksandr Dugin, Russian ideologist of Eurasianism and neo-imperialism, stated that "the war began with
language." (A. lyrvH, YkpauHa: mos soliHa. eononumuyeckuli OHesHUK, MockBa: LieHTpnoaurpad, 2015, s.
378).

3 Currently, ample evidence has been gathered that there was an invasion of the Donbass by Russian troops in
2014, as de facto confirmed by the European Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg (Pocis Ha [oHb6aci Oe-hakmo
8i0 11 mpasHs 2014 poky: piweHHA cydy y Cmpacbypsi i ioeo 3Ha4yeHHs 014 YkpaiHu, ,Paaio CBoboaa” 26 |
2023, https://www.radiosvoboda.org/a/rishennya-sudu-yespl-rosiya-vidpovidalna-za-donbas/32240172.html,

(accessed: 31.10.2023)). This is admitted by the separatist warlords themselves ("Poccus moada ssesna solicka u

cnacna Hac!" Xodakosckul npusHasn, ymo PO e 2014 emopanack 8 YKpauHy,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FUciRgZ-6D0; "Hukmo 6 [loHeuke He xomes 8 PP, ece bbinu 3a YkpauHy"
Poccutickuli nponaeaHoucm 8He3anHo npo2osopusics, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Zlb5vOSNXrk; e bl

bbinu 9 nem Ha3aod? Kak MupkuH HavuHasn CBO e CriassaHcke, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0t75-FSn20M,
(accessed: 31.10.2023) et al.).

4 Russian diplomatic chief Sergei Lavrov justified the 2014 annexation of Crimea and military aggression in
eastern Ukraine on the grounds that the Kremlin could not "abandon Russians and Russian-speaking citizens" in
order "not to betray its civilization." (BeicmynneHue u omsemel Ha 8onpocsl MUHUCMPA UHOCMPAHHbLIX 0es
Poccuu C.B./lasposa Ha 8mopom MexdyHapoOHOM HAy4YHO-IKCNEPMHOM opyme «[TPUMAKOBCKUE YMEHUAY,
Mockea, 30 utoHs 2017 200a, MMHWUCTEPCTBO MHOCTPaHHbIX Aen Poccuiickon ®eaepaumm, 30.06.2017,
http://www.mid.ru/ru/foreign_policy/news/-/asset_publisher/cKNonkJEO2Bw/content/id/2804842, (accessed:
31.10.2023).



government, the mere use of the Russian language is already an indicator of being a part of the
Russian civilization, which is treated by the Kremlin as a right to decide the fate of Russian
speakers living outside Russia®. It is worth noting that the Council of Europe has declared
unacceptable the use of the Russian language as a pretext for aggression against Ukraine®.

In the ongoing war, the goal of the Russian aggressors is not only the physical destruction
of Ukrainians, but also cultural and spiritual destruction. The Ukrainian language has also
become a battleground, as it is the language that stands in the way of Ukrainians being
recognized as one nation with Russians’. In the occupied territories, Ukrainian citizens are
tortured and killed for simply speaking the language. The invader's imposition of Russian
culture and language has caused resentment towards the language even among Russian-
speaking Ukrainians and altered the linguistic situation in Ukraine.

The purpose of this article is to analyze the impact of the Ukrainian language as a national
language on the mobilization and consolidation of Ukrainian society in the struggle against the
invaders, and to show how one letter of the Ukrainian alphabet became a symbol of resistance
and a manifestation of identity in the face of Russian occupation.

The theoretical basis for examining the significance of the Ukrainian language in the
Russian-Ukrainian war includes social conflict theory (Karl Marx, Max Weber, Georg Simmel|,
Lewis A. Coser and others), which helps to analyze the role of a language as a tool of resistance
in situations where it becomes a tool of identity struggle. In addition, social identity theory
(Henri Tajfel and John Turner), which studies the processes of cultural and national identity
formation, is also helpful. Identity theory allows us to understand the importance of the
national language for the formation of Ukrainian identity under conditions of conflict. Ukraine's
linguistic situation is a post-colonial one, so post-colonial theory (Edward Said, Ewa Thompson,
Mykola Ryabchuk, et al.) should also be considered for the analysis of the means by which the

Ukrainian state and society attempts to overcome the effects of colonialism and regain cultural

> At the meeting of the International Discussion Club "Valdai" on October 24, 2014, Putin stated that Russia has
the right to defend "its vital interests of the Russian and Russian-speaking population in Crimea." (3acedaHue
MexOyHapoOHo20 OUCKYCcCUOHHO20 Kyba «Bandali», http://www.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/46860,
accessed: 23 1X 2023).

® Continued use of the situation of Russian as a minority language as a pretext for aggression against Ukraine
unacceptable, Council of Europe, https://www.coe.int/en/web/portal/full-news/-
/asset_publisher/y5xQt7QdunzT/content/continued-use-of-the-situation-of-russian-as-a-minority-language-as-
a-pretext-for-aggression-against-ukraine-unacceptable, accessed 23 IX 2023.

7 See, e.g.: Cekpemap padbesy PO: MosHull 3axoH po3dinae "edinuli Hapod" Yrpaiu i Pocii, Zbrud, 26 1 2021,
https://zbruc.eu/node/102931, accessed: 23 1X 2023).



and political sovereignty. The importance of the national language for the security of the
Ukrainian state stems from securitization theory (Barry Buzan, Ole Waever et al.), which has
been the focus of some researchers?.

The article uses such research methods as content analysis enriched with elements of
discourse analysis, such as descriptive method, analysis of found data, comparative analysis,

and statistical analysis.

LANGUAGE AS A MARKER OF BOUNDARIES

The Russian language for the Kremlin is an instrument for the rebirth of the empire. Russia
uses it as a tool of expansion, a pretext for occupying foreign territories. With the help of the
language, the Russian government defines the borders of the imperial state, claiming that
"Russia ends where the Russian language ends"®. The President of the Russian Federation,
Vladimir Putin in his article "On the historical unity of Ukrainians and Russians"? several times
repeated that Ukrainians and Russians were united by one language, Old Russian language that
was spoken both in the eastern and western Russian lands. No other spiritual and cultural factor
of the nation's existence is a point of reference for Putin so often as the language - as many as
11 times. At the same time, he bases his considerations on pseudo-scientific deductions,
attributing to the terms "Old Ruthenian language" or "Ruthenian language" the meaning of the
Russian language. It should be noted that the widespread notion of an imaginary quasi-unified
"Old Ruthenian" language was refuted by, among others, the well-known Slavist Michael
Moser!l,

The Ukrainian language undoubtedly stands in the way of recognizing Ukrainians as one

nation with Russians, which is why Russia sees the language as a threat. The fight against the

8 See, e.g.: J1. MaceHKo, YKpaiHCbKa Mo8a AK (hakmop HauioHanbHoi 6esneku, [in:] Mosa: knacuyHe - modepHe —
nocmmodepHe. 36ipHUK HayKosux npaub, BuaasHuuTteo ,Ayx i nitepa”, Kuis 2016, p. 5-15; N. Gergato-Dabek,
Rola i miejsce jezyka paristwowego w systemie bezpieczeristwa narodowego Ukrainy, [in:] Jezyk w dyskursie o
bezpieczerstwie, ed. B. Jagusiak, A. Jagietto-Tondera, Dom Wydawniczy Elipsa, Warszawa 2020, p. 137-147,
Eadem, JlepycasHa mosa i HauioHaneHa be3neka Kpizb npuamy 2ibpudHuUx 3a2po3, [in:] Ocsima i Hayka y cgepi
HauioHanbHOI 6e3neku: npobaemu ma npiopumemu po3sumky: 36ipHUK mamepianie Il MixcHapoOHOI HayKo8o-
npakmMu4Hoi KoHgepeHyii, ynopaaH.: Joporux C. O. Ta iH., HAIIN HAMpH Ykpainu, Kuis, TOB «BuaasHMumMi Aim
«ApTEK», 2019, p. 144-148, et al.

9 MameueHxo: "/Toauky lymuHa 8 0MAUYHO NOHUMGIO, OH 2080pUM, YMO POCCUS 3aKAHYUBAemCA mam, 20e
3aKkaHyusaemcs pycckuli a3bik...", LeHsop.HeT, 21 IV 2010, https://censor.net/ru/n119373, accessed: 23 IX 2023.
108, MyTuH, Cmamea Baadumupa MymuHa « 06 ucmopu4eckom eAUHCMEe PYCCKUX U yKpauHues», NpesnaeHT
Poccun, http://kremlin.ru/events/president/news/66181, accessed 23 1X 2023.

1 M. Moser, The late origins of the glottonym “pycckull a3bik”, “Russian Linguistics” 2022, vol. 46, s. 365—370,
doi.org/10.1007/s11185-022-09257-6.



Ukrainian language is of great importance to the Kremlin, as it is easier to annihilate a nation
when its language disappears. Establishing Russian as the state language in Ukraine has been
one of the Kremlin's priority tasks since Ukraine's independence. As influential Russian
politician and director of the Institute of the Commonwealth of Independent States Konstantin
Zatulin said, "there will be no truly anti-Russian state with Russian as the state language"*?. In
turn, Oscar-winning famous Russian director and supporter of Vladimir Putin, Nikita Mikhalkov,
considered that the Ukrainian language by its very sound is a manifestation of Russophobia?3.
In Russian-occupied territories, including Crimea, the Donetsk and Lugansk regions starting in
2014, the aggressor has been imposing its culture and language. Books in Ukrainian have been
removed from libraries and schools and burned!*. The Ukrainian language ombudsman Taras
Kremin' believes Russia is following a policy of linguicide®®.

Linguicide against the Ukrainian language by the Russian authorities has a long tradition and
has taken various forms over the centuries. An explanation for this phenomenon can be found
in the rationale for the banning of the Ukrainian language in the Russian Empire in 1863 in the
so-called Valujev circular: "nothing unites people politically as much as the unity of language
and literature, and conversely, nothing separates them as much as the separateness of
language and literature"!®. The development and spread of Ukrainian language and literature,
mainly in printed form, was seen by the tsarist authorities as "an intervention threatening the
unity and integrity of Russia." Various legal steps were taken to prevent the development of
the Ukrainian language and literature, otherwise it would be "a solid foundation for the
development of a belief in the possibility of realizing in the future [...] the separation of Ukraine

from Russia”!’ - it was believed.

12 K. 3atyauH, Mcmopus 48-20 200a yxme cdenara, a ucmopusa 2018—19-20 6ydem denamscsa ¢ HAWUM
yuacmuem! 1 Hoabpsa 2018, https://zatulin.ru/konstantin-zatulin-istoriya-48-go-goda-uzhe-sdelana-a-istoriya-
2018-19-20-budet-delatsya-s-nashim-uchastiem/, access: 23 I1X 2023.

B lymircokull yniobaeHeys Mixankos NoAcHUS, YoMy YKpaiHceka mosa 078 Pocii — kamacmpogha, TnaBkom,
https://glavcom.ua/world/observe/putinskij-uljublenets-mikhalkov-pojasniv-ukrajinska-mova-dlja-rosiji-
katastrofa-870723.html, access: 23 IX 2023.

¥ Ha Jly2aHuuHi okynaHmu cnantooms yKpaiHcski kHuau, LB.ua, 5 112023,
https://Ib.ua/society/2023/02/05/544861_luganshchini_okupanti_spalyuyut.html, access: 23 I1X 2023.

15 Pocia enauimysana Ha OKynosaHux Mepumopiax niH2eoyud yKpaiHcbKoi Mosu — mosHull ombydcmeH, Radio
Svoboda, https://www.radiosvoboda.org/a/news-linhvotsyd-ukrayinskoyi-movy-ombudsmen/31919813.html,
access: 231X 2023.

18 M. Tumolumk, Icmopia eudasHu4oi cnpasu, Kuis: Hawa kynbTypa i Hayka, 2007, p. 243.

7 bidem.



The Ukrainian language, along with culture and ethnicity, has been seen as a constitutive
attribute of the Ukrainian nation throughout history. While in Western Europe the nation was
identified with the state, and thus national belonging was identical with civic belonging, the
Ukrainian nation, deprived of its own state, was conceived as a linguistic-cultural-ethnic
community, in which language was the most visible distinguishing feature of identity. In the
history of the Ukrainian nation, the struggle for the national language became a metaphor for
the struggle for state independence®®. Expanding on the thought of historian Orest Subtelny, it
can be said that whenever Ukrainians defended the right to preserve their national identity,
"the main 'front line' ran along the language issue"'°.

The situation is similar in the ongoing war. According to the director of the Ukrainian
Language Institute of the National Academy of Sciences of Ukraine, Pavlo Hrycenko, "[f]ront of
language is today the main front of the struggle for an independent Ukraine"?°. In his view, the
Ukrainian authorities can import, buy or rent weapons to fight the invaders, but the language

and historical past cannot be borrowed from anyone?.

CHANGES IN PERCEPTION OF LANGUAGES

The large-scale invasion has made tectonic shifts in Ukrainian citizens' perceptions of the
meaning of languages and radically changed the linguistic landscape of Ukraine??. The vast
majority of Ukrainian citizens prefer the Ukrainian language, and consider linguistic rights to be
one of the key factors of their own dignity and actively respond to its violation. Discussions
about the introduction of a second state language in Ukraine are a thing of the past, and the
state language is seen by citizens as an element of stability for the entire nation. The process
of derusification and decolonization in Ukraine has accelerated rapidly, as a significant number

of Ukrainian citizens have abandoned communication in Russian.

18 The battle for Ukrainian language, traced across centuries of Ukraine's interaction with its more powerful
neighbors, has ultimately become a metaphor for the struggle of independent Ukraine itself, locked in a hybrid
war with Russia with no end in sight” (M. S. Flier and A. Graziosi, Introduction [in:] The Battle for Ukrainian: A
Comparative Perspective, ed. by M. S. Flier and A. Graziosi, Harvard UP, 2017, p. 12).

19°0. CybTenshuin, Yxpaina: icmopis, nep. 3 anr. 0. Lesuyka, «/nbigs», Kuis 1991, p. 452.

20 fipogpecop Maeno MpuueHKo: Y mux, Xmo npautoe NPOMuU yKPAiHCLKOT MOBU, 3MIHUAACA MAKMUKA, TNaBKOM,
https://glavcom.ua/interviews/profesor-pavlo-hritsenko-u-tikh-khto-pratsjuje-proti-ukrajinskoji-movi-zminilasja-
taktika-966106.html, access 23 1X 2023.

2L bidem.

22 Kpeminb T., BiliHa KapOuHasabHO 3mMiHUAG MoeHUL naHdwagpm YkpaiHu, LB.ua, 9 X 2023,
https://Ib.ua/blog/taras_kremin/578618_viyna_kardinalno_zminila_movniy.html?fbclid=IwARONmMMQIW20aXF6
20LB9BdyzA t8Dova8IXLN-ile_UhzrOvRr978sgbell, access: 23 1X 2023.



According to research, since the large-scale invasion, 58% of the Ukrainians always or
mostly speak Ukrainian on a daily basis, 15% speak Russian, 24% equally communicate in both
languages?3. In 2017, the numbers were 49%, 26% and 25%, respectively. Even in the east and
south of Ukraine, for the first time in the history of the survey, Ukrainian is spoken no less than
Russian (29% vs. 27%). At home, 50% of respondents communicate with their families only in
Ukrainian, mostly in Ukrainian - 12%, in both languages equally - 19%, only or mostly in Russian
- 16%, in other languages - 2%. This is a significant change from 2017, when 51% spoke only or
mainly Ukrainian, and 25% only or mainly Russian?*. 58% of Ukrainian citizens do not consider
the Russian language important. 80% of the Ukrainians believe that Ukrainian should be the
main language in all spheres of communication, 15% favor a bilingual country, less than 1%
favor the dominance of Russian. This means that there is a broad social consensus on the
language issue in Ukraine.

The Ukrainian language has become part of the struggle for survival, a kind of uniform that
allows you to distinguish your own from the outsider. As an important linguistic ombudsman
puts it, "occupiers do not distinguish Ukrainian and speak with an accent. That's why state
languages are our leading line of defense"?>. In the first instance of a large-scale invasion, when
the aggressor claimed Kiev, Ukrainian citizens saw that the Ukrainian language can help ensure
security, quick and effective communication in a language little understood by the enemy is
crucial to protect people's lives and health. Words in Ukrainian, such as nasaHuus, appeared to
be nearly the only tool available instantly to recognize diversions?®. The National Security and

Defense Council of Ukraine published a list of words in Ukrainian that are helpful in detecting

2 B. Kyauk, Mosa ma ideHmuuHicme 8 YkpaiHi Ha KiHeus 2022-20, Zbrug,
https://zbruc.eu/node/114247?fbclid=IwAROv60_zNeNu2egSGfLniSzcU2UUIM4R30K-TMyhyglQxz-
4xFsaaYYLeok, access 23 X 2023.

24 Ibidem.

25 The post on the official Facebook network profile dated March 1, 2022,
https://www.facebook.com/taras.kremin, access 23 IX 2023.

28 Crkacu "nanaHuus": y 3CY posnosinu, Ak eidpizHumu okynasma, https://tsn.ua/ukrayina/skazhi-palyanicya-u-
zsu-rozpovili-yak-vidrizniti-okupanta-1988047.html, access 23 IX 2023.



Russian diversionists?’. In addition, numerous examples prove that the Ukrainian language
saves the lives of soldiers?® at the front and gives a sense of security to the wounded??.
Director of the Ukrainian Language Institute of the National Academy of Sciences of Ukraine
Pavlo Hrycenko noted that the Ukrainian language has become a powerful unifying factor for
all Ukrainians, even if some of them do not speak the language on a daily basis. Ukrainian
citizens no longer separate the concept of the Ukrainian language from Ukraine itself, merging
the two into one. "This unity is now extremely powerful, and it is this unity that is influencing

the visible transformation of the language code throughout our country"°.

THE LETTER OF THE ALPHABET AS EN EMBODIMENT OF UKRAINIAN IDENTITY AND A
SYMBOL OF RESISTANCE

In Ukraine's war against Russia, symbols are important, one of which has become the
thirteenth letter of the Ukrainian alphabet - the letter I [Yi]. Its uniqueness is attributed to the
fact that it does not appear in any other language based on the Cyrillic alphabet. This letter is a
distinctive symbol of Ukrainian identity, as it is found both in the name of the country in the
national language - YkpaiHa, as well as in the name of its capital - Kuis. In addition, the letter |
is also in the name of the nation - ykpaiHyi - and in the slogan of the Armed Forces of Ukraine,

which has become an expression of support for Ukraine around the world - Casa YkpaiHi!

27 He nuwe "nanaHuua": y PHEO danu nopady, ax weudKo susHa4yumu okynaHma yu dusepcaHma, Obozrevatel,
https://war.obozrevatel.com/ukr/ne-lishe-palyanitsya-u-rnbo-dali-poradu-yak-shvidko-viznachiti-okupanta-chi-
diversanta.htm, access 23 IX 2023.

28 YKpaiHCbKa MOBA HA (hpOHMI PAMYE ¥UMMS 8 NPAMOMY CeHci, - Bimaniti Osyaperko,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ifWsqnJ20TQ; Ak mosa pamye »umms Ha ¢ppoHmi — [lasno Buwebaba,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gESQjftlI9l; Ceoi. Ax ykpaiHCbKa Mo8a pamye ¥umms,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yJr-v-E_GZw; Mosa mae 3HayeHHA. Mosa pamye xcumms. [o80pu
yKpaiHcoekoro! https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pISNYN3OCsw; Posib Mo8U Ha 8iliHi,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NG3VAyqt9P8, access 23 IX 2023.

2 Konu Boeub y WOKOBOMY CMaHi, mpeba po3mMosaamu yKpaiHCLKor. Ha pociliceky noduHaome cmpinamu,
LAprymeHT”, https://argumentua.com/stati/koli-bo-ts-u-shokovomu-stan-treba-rozmovlyati-ukra-nskoyu-na-ros-
isku-pochinayut-str-lyati, access 23 1X 2023.

30 Masno MpuyerHxo: "Xmo cebe waHye, mae 3pobumu ece, wob (1020 MosHe doeKina He nponano", YKpaiHcbke
pagio, 10 XI 2022, http://www.nrcu.gov.ua/news.html?newsID=100058, access 23 IX 2023.



This particular letter of the Ukrainian alphabet has its own monument3! and mini-
sculpture®? in Ukraine. Additionally, an art festival®® was dedicated to it, featuring a poem
entitled 'Candle of the Letter I,' written by Ivan Malkovych3*. One of the first to exploit the
uniqueness of the letter | was Ukrainian culturologist Taras Vozniak, who founded a literary and
cultural magazine called /*° in Lviv in 1989 to combat the Soviet system.

The Ukrainer project, well-known in Ukraine and abroad, which introduces Ukrainians
themselves and the world to the nation, history, culture and wealth of Ukraine, has this unique
letter in its name. Other initiatives and organizations emerging in various countries concerning
the spread of knowledge about Ukraine also have the Ukrainian letter in the English-language
name of the country. One such example is Vision Ukraine®®, an interdisciplinary research
network on Ukraine and Ukrainians in Europe. The research covers areas such as education,
language and migration, with the goal of disseminating knowledge. Another example -
Ukrainian House in Hamburg, which also uses this spelling in its name: Ukraine Haus in
Hamburg®’ or the name of a travel company - Explore Ukraine®®. The spelling of the country's
name Ukraine in the Latin alphabet using the Cyrillic letter i instead of i also appears in the titles
of books about the country®. Some brands have promoted clothing, household items and
jewelry with the letter |, and a separate clothing brand "13th letter" has also appeared. To
emphasize their self-identity, Ukrainians even get tattoos with this letter.

The letter | has become the epitome of Ukrainian identity and a symbol of independence.
It is of great importance to Ukrainians precisely because it does not appear in the Russian

alphabet, which is particularly important for emphasizing separateness. In occupied cities such

31 MMam’amHuk nimepi "I" ecmarosunu Ha TepHoninswuni, LB.ua, 10 X1 2021,
https://Ib.ua/culture/2021/11/10/498278 pamyatnik_literi_i_vstanovili.html; Pekopdnry 6yksy «I» nocmasunu y
PigHomy, BonumHbPost, 21 11 2013, https://www.volynpost.com/news/11593-rekordnu-bukvu-i-postavyly-u-
rivnomu-foto, access 23 IX 2023.

32 Y Kuesi 8idkpusnu minickynsnmypy aimepu «i», ,Ymtomo”, 10 IX 2023, https://chytomo.com/u-kyievi-vidkryly-
miniskulpturu-litery-i/, access 23 IX 2023.

3 pecmusans I, https://tobm.org.ua/festyval-yi/, access 23 X 2023.

34|, Mankoswuu, Csiveyka 6ykeu I, bibnioTeKa yKpaiHCbKOI NiTepaTypy,
https://www.ukrlib.com.ua/books/printit.php?tid=5901, access 23 I1X 2023.

35 1. HesanexcHull kyabmyponoaivyHul yaconuc, https://www.ji.lviv.ua/, access 23 IX 2023.

%6 Vision Ukraine, https://vision-ukraine.de/?fbclid=IwAR17JXi2G5jIAzNtROT41Cpe6_86zMMGcex-
5kE6ZkS8k1jBRWA4SywkQvblY, access 23 X 2023.

37 Ukraine Haus in Hamburg, https://hilfe-ua.de/ukraine-haus-in-hamburg-de/, access 23 1X 2023.

38 Explore Ukraine, https://explore-ukraine.com/about/, access 23 I1X 2023.

% See, e.g.: Ukraine, V&R unipress, 1. Auflage, 2024; Brussels Ukraina Review, 1st edition, ed. M. Barandiy, M.
Stepanov, Promote Ukraine, Brussels 2019.

0 «[» — Ginbwe, Hix nimepa, Ukrainer, 16 VV 2023, https://ukrainer.net/litera-i/, access 23 IX 2023.



as Mariupol, this Ukrainian letter is the epitome of hope for Ukraine's return. In various places
in this predominantly Russian-speaking city, this letter began to appear®': on fences, building
walls, sidewalks, squares, next to monuments (e.g. Taras Shevchenko) and others. In this way,
the resistance movement, risking freedom and lives, brands Mariupol as a Ukrainian city and
expresses opposition to the Russian occupation*?. According to Mariupol Mayor’s advisor Petro
Andriushchenko, the appearance of the letter in various parts of the city caused shock to the
occupying authorities, who initially did not understand why the letter was being spread and
why it was being used as a symbol*3.

Mariupol is not the only city where Ukrainians express their resentment and opposition to
Russian aggressors with the letter |. Graffiti with this Ukrainian letter is also appearing in the
Kherson region, including towns such as Henichesk, Skadovsk, Berdyansk, and Novotroitsk. It is
actively used by activists of the "Yellow Ribbon" civil resistance movement against the
occupation (NB: the movement was awarded the Sakharov Prize in 2022). One of the activists
of this movement explained** that using this letter was used to mark the places where the
pseudo-referendum was held after the annexation of the occupied regions to Russia. The letter
embodied an appeal to residents to boycott the referendum®. In the town of Henichesk, pro-
Ukrainian activists distributed blue leaflets with the yellow letter | - the colors of the Ukrainian
flag - and the inscription "We will not allow the referendum. Henichesk - this is Ukraine"4®. The
Yellow Ribbon movement's website includes an appeal: "Use it [the letter] anywhere. The letter
"I'"'is unique, as is Ukraine the only one of its kind in the world. The more the letter "I", the

more in the occupier's understanding that Ukraine will always fight for its lands"4’. Opposition

41y Mapiynoni nimepa «l» cmana cumeosnom cnpomusy - ii Maaooms y pisHux Kymoykax micma, Ukrinform, 5 1X
2022, https://www.ukrinform.ua/rubric-regions/3565028-u-mariupoli-litera-i-stala-simvol-sprotivu-ii-maluut-u-
riznih-kutockah-mista.html, access 23 I1X 2023.

42 1" aK 3HAK He3aNeXtHOCMI: AKMUBICMU pyXy CNPOMUSY MAnkMb YKPAIHCLKY Aimepy 8 mumM4yacoso
okynosaHomy Mapiynoni, Ecnpeco, https://espreso.tv/i-yak-znak-nezalezhnosti-aktivisti-rukhu-sprotivu-
malyuyut-ukrainsku-literu-v-timchasovo-okupovanomu-mariupoli, access 23 IX 2023.

B 1 I.. YkpaiHcoke nidninaa nimepoto «l» 6opembca 3 POCiEro Ha OKynosaHux mepumopisx,
https://www.radiosvoboda.org/a/ukrayina-rosiya-viyna-okupatsiya-mova-litera-yi/32083789.html, access 23 IX
2023.

4 YyacHuku pyxy cnpomugy dokasytoms, wo CKadoscsK, leHidecbk ma Hosompoiubke — YkpaiHa, Suspilne, 26 VI
2023, https://suspilne.media/536649-obstrili-tokarivki-ta-komisan-ocikuvanij-vrozaj-kavuniv-518-den-vijni-
hronika-podij-v-hersonskij-oblasti/, access 23 1X 2023.

4 Mosma cmpiyka ma aimepa «I». [Hmeps’to 3 koopduHamopom pyxy onopy & Xepconi, The Village, 25 XI 2022,
https://www.village.com.ua/village/city/city-experience/333237-zhovta-strichka-ta-litera-yi-interv-yu-z-
koordinatorom-ruhu-oporu-v-hersoni, access 23 IX 2023.
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47 [ npomu Z, WosTa cTpiuka, https://www.zhovtastrichka.org/, access 23 IX 2023.



to the forced issuance of Russian ID cards to Ukrainian citizens under occupation was also
symbolized by the letter [%8.

Another manifestation of resistance is that Ukrainians under occupation draw the letter |
on Russian occupied cars marked with the letter Z*°. In addition, yellow and blue posters with
the words "I contra Z" appear in occupied towns. According to Taras Vozniak, in this letter-
symbol war, I's strength lies in the fact that it is a Ukrainian letter, while the occupiers use a
letter of the Latin alphabet. Ukrainian writer Dmytro Kapranov is convinced that by using the
letter of their alphabet to fight the aggressor, Ukrainians thus accentuate that "the Ukrainian
language is also a weapon and can fight"°.

As First Lady Olena Zelenska noted, Ukrainian resonates with the world as a language of
resistance and perseverance. Unlike Russian, which not only for the citizens of Ukraine, but also
beyond its borders is associated with the language of aggression, brutality and cruelty, the
Ukrainian language is the language of humanity, the language of culture, of opposing modern

barbarism®?.

SUMMARY

For Ukraine, the war with Russia is a period of fierce struggle for territorial unity and
independence, for the recovery of occupied territories, as well as for the right to its own
language which is the foundation of national identity. The Ukrainian language today in Ukraine
stands for independence, which is why the symbolic function of the Ukrainian language has
become so important, as it represents independence, identity, unshakable faith of victory.

In the struggle for their separateness, Ukrainian citizens, both Ukrainian-speaking and
Russian-speaking, use the language of the titular nation as a tool in the fight for their freedom.
The Ukrainian language is both a symbol and an instrument of defiance against the invaders. In
occupied cities in the southeast of Ukraine, the underground resistance movement has

adopted the unique letter of the Ukrainian alphabet, which includes the name of the country

4 Aumunacnopmusauis, YoBTa cTpiyka, https://www.zhovtastrichka.org/, access 23 I1X 2023.
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in the national language (YkpaiHa) and the capital (KuiB), as a kind of symbol of struggle.
Activists paint the letter | on walls, sidewalks, monuments and other public places, risking
repression and loss of freedom or even their lives.

In occupied localities in the Donetsk and Kherson regions, for the Ukrainian community the
letter "I" has become a linguistic symbol of longing for independence and a source of
mobilization, consolidation and manifestation of their separateness from the occupying power.
The Ukrainian language represented by this letter reflects resistance to attempts to impose

Russian cultural and political domination.
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