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ESSAYS

THE EMS UKASE OF 1876 AND THE PROBLEM OF LINGUICIDE

Jaroslaw B. Rudnyckyj

Viewed from de Saussure's standpoint every language as a socio-1

lingual phenomenon has three main spheres of its relationship connected
with the law of a country or nation.

First, the language can be legally admitted or restricted, or even
forbidden, in public life, e.g. in public meetings, in the mass media,
correspondence, in business life, etc.

Secondly, a language may be legally admitted in the relationship
between the citizens of a country, and the administrative offices, before
the courts, or in the internal public life of a country generally.

Thirdly, a language can be allowed or forbidden as an instructional
language or as a subject of instruction in the whole country or in parts
of it.

In all three of the above mentioned spheres, the admission or
restriction, even prohibition, of a language is considered as a "language
law" which regulates the language (linguistic) rights of the respective
population.

In the modern states there are rare cases restricting or prohibit-
ing the use of languages. Yet, the history of mankind shows negative
attitudes of the government concerned restricting or banning certain lan-
guages from public life.

It is clear that the use of a particular language may be forbidden
for reasons of uniformity, forcible assimiliation, attempted deethnization,
denationalization, etc.

Sometimes it is intended to curtail the development of a dialect
vis-a-vis a high prestige language, and it is forbidden in public use, in
print, and in schools.

As an example, the fact might be quoted that in the latter part of
the sixteenth century, the shopkeepers of Fribourg in Switzerland were
fined for using French in their commercial relations.

As a rule, the prohibition or restriction of a language is accom-
plished by administrative orders of the respective governments, following
the general negative attitude of the dominant majority to discriminate
against the language of minority.

Here are some examples taken from the history of Tsarist Russia,
where such orders were officially known as "ukases." One such order was
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issued by the Russian Minister of the Interior, Count Peter Valuev, on
June 8, 1863, known in the abbreviation as follows:

"There has not been, is not, and never can be any Little Russian
language."

"To allow to be printed in.the Little Russian language only such
works as belong to the realm of belles-lettres; and to ban the publica-
tion of books in the Little Russian language, both religious and educa-
tional, and books generally intended for elementary reading by the
people."

Valuev1s edict was soon followed by the Tsar's "Ukase." On May 18,
1876 in Bad Ems, West Germany, Alexander II signed a secret order, of
which the real author was Michael Yuzefovich, deputy superintendent of the
Kiev School District.

The ukase forbade the printing in Ukrainian of anything except
historical documents in the orthography of the original, and
belles-lettres in Russian (so-called "yaryshka") alphabet, it also for-
bade the import from abroad, particularly from western Ukraine.

This, so-called "Ems Ukase" lasted two generations and it reached
its climax at the end of the last century when Ukrainian composers were
compelled to write the texts to their melodies in French.

These and other linguicidal acts of Tsarist Russia were intended to
Russify the vast empire and bring it to cultural, language and political
unity. Well known are the attempts of the Russian government in the
1860's to stamp out Polish by forbidding its teaching in schools.

A curious example of restriction of the right to print in one's own
language is a Russian ukase at the end of the nineteenth century which
permitted publication in Lithuanian, but made obligatory, under penalty of
imprisonment, the use of Russian characters.

An Italian law of 1923 forbade the use of any language other than
Italian not only in public notices, legal proceedings, and official corre-
spondence, but also in private advertising.

The sight of a foreign character or the sound of a foreign language
so alarmed Italian officials that they did not stop at prohibiting bill-
boards in non-Italian languages; they went so far as to nrohibit German
choral societies and imposed the Italianization of foreign sounding family
names.

Linguicide is not confined to restrictive measures only. There are
other kinds of linguicidal acts which cause the partial or complete lin-
gual destruction of a community speaking a given language.

Some governments deliberately inflict on ethno-lingual groups con-
ditions of cultural backwardness refusing help in their organic cultural
development. As a result the feeling of "low prestige cultures" of
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"low prestige languages" develop within the groups concerned and lingual
switches to dominant languages occur.

As stated by the "Israelite Press" of December 22, 1967, in
Winnipeg:

"The Canadian Jewish Congress speaks for rational elements of our
Canadian Jewish community and it has been raising a hue and cry over
linguicide for years. Even before Prof. Rudnyc'kyj devised this word,
Congress has been hurling the charge of linguicide against Soviet Russia
for deliberately throttling Yiddish language cultural expression among
Russian Jews."

In general it might be stated that any attempt on the part of any
society, government or institution to limit or suppress the exercise of
the language rights of one or any of its minority groups may be designated
as linguicide. As such the linguicide is carried out by constitutional
and/or institutional arrangements, administrative measures, political
means, by preferential treatment of the imposed, majority language in
allocative decisions, or through social and economic pressures.

Without attempting to exhaust general or specific cases of acts
aiming at lingual destruction of ethnic groups in the past and present, we
arrive at the following definition of linguicide:

Any of the following acts committed with the intent to destroy in
whole or in part or to prevent the natural development of a language or
dialect should be considered as a linguicidal act:

a) Killing members of a community speaking a respective language or
dialect (genocide);

b) Imposing repressive measures intended to prevent the natural,
organic, development of a language or dialect;

c) Forcibly inflicting on a bilingual (two-language) community con-
ditions of cultural development calculated to transform it into a uni-
lingual group.
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