6 Redefining ethnic and linguistic boundaries
in Ukraine: indigenes, settlers and
Russophone Ukrainians

This chapter focuses on the politics of symbolic and cultural representa-
tion between (and within) three key groups of roughly equal size in
Ukraine: Ukrainophone Ukrainians, Russophone Ukrainians and ethnic
Russians. The threefold division is a simplification, but a useful one. It
helps to explain why the titular nationality in Ukraine is divided within
itself and has been unable to impose a nationalising agenda in the manner
of Estonia and Latvia, or even some of the Central Asian states. It also
helps to shift analysis away from ethnicity as the sole factor of importance
in Ukrainian society and to focus attention on Russophone Ukrainians as
a vital swing group. On the other hand, this chapter also seeks to decon-
struct such categories by analysing the three groups as social constructs.
Itis not argued that they have immutable essences and boundaries.
According to Soviet census methodology (there has been no national
census in Ukraine since independence in 1991; the first is scheduled for
1999), 64 per cent of the population of Ukraine in 1989 were classed as
‘native tongue’ Ukrainians, 9 per cent as ethnic Ukrainians who identified
Russian as their ‘native tongue’ and 22 per cent were ‘Russian’ in terms of
both ethnicity and language. The use of the term ‘native tongue’ in Soviet
censuses (ridna mova in Ukrainian, rodnoi iazyk in Russian), however, was
highly ambiguous. It tended to be interpreted in ancestral terms and
therefore overlapped with ethnicity to an exaggerated extent. Moreover,
ethnicity was further reified by the refusal to allow respondents to classify
themselves by using multiple or (surprisingly) Soviet identities, by the
practice of encoding father’s ethnicity in ambiguous cases, and, by fixing
ethnicity in passports, hindering the possibility of ethnic re-identification.
In Ukraine, however, ethnic and linguistic boundaries are exceptionally
fluid. The raw figures of the 1989 census obscured the extent of Russian-
language penetration of everyday life, and were unable to express the
complicated and contested nature of the Ukrainian—Russian cultural
‘border’. More recent studies have attempted to address realities of day-
to-day language use in Ukraine by asking Ukrainian citizens about their
language of preference in sociological surveys conducted by bilingual inter-
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viewers. According to these, approximately 40 per cent of the population
are Ukrainophone Ukrainians, 334 per cent Russophone Ukrainians
and 20-1 per cent ethnic Russians.! However, although the latter
approach is clearly more in line with observed reality in Ukraine, it can be
readily accepted that as sociological categories the three ‘groups’ are cur-
rently highly amorphous entities for which clear-cut bounded identities
and even agreed definitions do not yet exist. What, for example, is one to
make of individuals who can move between Ukrainian and Russian at
ease, those who speak the Ukrainian/Russian mixture known as surzhyk
or those who are perfectly happy with a situational or mixed identity, all of
whom are common identity types in Ukraine??

It is the contested nature of identities in modern Ukraine which are
their most interesting characteristic. We therefore take a different
approach by concentrating on discourse as a constitutive feature of emerg-
ing group identities. Our argument is that it is precisely the processes
through which each ‘group’ represents the other that are likely to define
group boundaries and shape inter-group relations in the future. Identity
formation and the creation and maintenance of group boundaries are
very much ongoing processes. Both are inherently social phenomena, in
which ‘identity formation and self/other relations’ are best explained ‘in
terms of different discourse practices’.> Each group, or more exactly the
ethnic entrepreneurs who claim to speak for the group, operates within a
given field of discourse in which a variety of different elements are com-
bined, but where there is also a characteristic core of ethnopolitical con-
cepts which attempt to define the supposed essence of both the ‘self” and
the ‘other’. Moreover, the structure of intra-group discourse helps to
determine the status claims made by each group for itself and,
correspondingly, the status it would apply to others. Negative stereo-
typing serves to reinforce differences and promote policies of exclusion,
while a more open-ended discourse helps to prevent group polarisation.

However, once again, although each ‘group’ tends to reify the other, it
should be stressed that ‘groups’ are socially constructed entities. The
boundaries constructed by ethnic entrepreneurs are not immutable in
reality. Indeed, in the Ukrainian case they are particularly fluid, and polit-
ical entrepreneurs opposed to ethnic categorisations have sought to keep
them so. Each side’s attempts to refute the characterisations of the other
are overlain by voices that deny the significance of ethnic or linguistic
boundaries at all. Nevertheless, it is also characteristic of ethnopolitical
discourse to ignore such fluidity and assert that rival groups are always
and everywhere ‘other’ and even alien.

This chapter seeks to examine the different discourse practices con-
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structed by Ukrainophone Ukrainian, Russophone Ukrainian and
Russian ethnic entrepreneurs, and also by those who deny the importance
of ethnolinguistic identities in Ukraine. Ukrainophone Ukrainians have a
characteristic ethnopolitical discourse that focuses on their unique rights
as an ‘indigenous’ people or ‘core nation’, and correspondingly depicts
ethnic Russians as outsiders, even as ‘immigrants’ or ‘settlers’, thereby
potentially delegitimating their long-term moral claim to the rights which
the Ukrainian state has granted them since 1991, Ukrainophones charac-
teristically also have a dismissive attitude to Russophone Ukrainian
culture, wishing away its long history as the result of forcible
‘Russification’.

Ethnic Russians on the other hand use totally different concepts in
their characteristic cultural and political discourse. To a much greater
extent than Russians in the Baltic states or Central Asia (Kazakstan
excepted), it can be claimed that Russians are also an indigenous people
in Ukraine, especially in designated territories in the east and south. They
should therefore enjoy the same rights as Ukrainians, including the right
to the public use of the Russian language and to be left undisturbed in
traditional cultural patterns. In fact some Russians go further and
attempt to paint nationalist Ukrainophones as the ‘aliens’, the product of
Habsburg, Polish or German ‘intrigue’ and an artificial implant into the
Ukrainian body politic preventing Ukrainians and Russians from living in
their natural state of fraternal harmony.

The third group, Russophone Ukrainians, are the crucial swing group.
Although they share some of the same symbolic concepts as their
Ukrainophone siblings, they deny the Ukrainophone nationalist assertion
that cultural and linguistic crossover into the Russian space is the result of
forcible ‘Russification’ alone, and claim that their own tradition has
always existed in parallel with the nationalist vision of the Ukrainian
‘self’. Again, Russophone Ukrainians assert that theirs is also a genuine
indigenous tradition with deep historical roots.

Finally, attempts by ethnic entrepreneurs to reify the boundaries of the
three groups are offset by a broad set of discourse practices that depict
cultural and linguistic crossover as historical and natural (as with
Russophone Ukrainians) and seek to avoid unnecessary group polarisa-
tion.

Our key argument is therefore that questions of national identity in
Ukraine cannot be understood via a crude contrast between ‘Ukrainians’
as the eponymous state-bearing nation and ‘Russians’ as a diaspora group
of the Russian Federation, but only through an examination of the
complex interrelationships between the three ‘groups’ outlined above.
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Although Ukraine is often presented as a model civic state, this study will
demonstrate how underlying tensions between the three groups are likely
to shape the future Ukrainian polity and the possibilities for ethnolingu-
istic accord.

Ethnic Ukrainians: the discourse of indigenous rights

The key concepts structuring Ukrainophone identity and Ukrainophone
attitudes towards the other two groups are indigenousness, colonialism
and Russification.* Together they form a classic nationalist argument for
the privileged rights of the titular people. In addition, when speaking on
behalf of all Ukrainians, Ukrainophones assume that their ‘European’
past distinguishes them from Russians. A final factor to be considered is
the tension between historical-political and linguistic conceptions of the
Ukrainian ‘national idea’, that is, of national identity.

The Ukrainians as an indigenous people

Ukraine is not an ‘ethnic democracy’. It has not attempted to confine
political rights to the titular nation. In sharp contrast to Estonia and
Latvia, the citizenship issue was largely defused in the immediate after-
math of independence. The Law on Citizenship passed by the Ukrainian
parliament in October 1991 granted citizenship to all those then resident
in Ukraine, and this open-ended commitment has since been reinforced
by Ukraine’s accession to a series of international treaties and organisa-
tions, such as the Council of Europe in 1995 (paradoxically many
members of the Ukrainian left welcomed this particular step as a means
of increasing third-party leverage over ‘minority rights’ issues in
Ukraine).? ’

In practice, however, political debate has continued around questions
of group identity and group rights. In the early phase of ‘national revival’,
most ‘national-democratic’ groups consciously avoided explicitly ethnic
appeals and promoted the concept of a “Ukrainian political nation’, a
‘single socium’ of all Ukraine’s various ethnic and linguistic groups.®
However, on closer examination this was never a purely civic concept.
Ukrainian national-democrats have always said at the same time that the
‘core of this union is the Ukrainian people’.” Significantly, when it came
to adopting a new Ukrainian constitution in the early 1990s, they
attempted to insist that it define sovereign power as residing with the
“Ukrainian people [ukrains kyi narod]’, with the clear understanding that
this means — as, in essence, in Latvia and Estonia - the titular nationality
alone.8 The same elision is evident in such alternative formulae as ‘we, the
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Ukrainian people — the union [sukupnist] of citizens of Ukraine of all
nationalities, the basis of which is formed by the Ukrainian nation’.?

Many national-democrats have demanded more straightforwardly that
‘the constitution should fix that the Ukrainian state is established on the
basis of the sovereign self-determination of the Ukrainian nation’, that
Ukrainians should be the ‘leading element’ in the state, and that ‘the
national character of Ukrainian statehood’, ‘a state of the indigenous
Ukrainian people’, should be recognised.!?

Their position therefore crosses over to opinions held on the political
fringes, where radical Ukrainophones have had no qualms in referring
specifically and frequently to the need to create a ‘national state’, and
have attacked the idea of building a community based on ‘cosmopolitan-
ism or false internationalism’.!’ They have argued that ‘by means of
[such] perfidious formula[e] the Ukrainian people, an indigenous [korin-
nyi] people on their ancestral territory, are deprived of the right to create
their own state . . . a right that is given over to national minorities . . . to
create a cosmopolitan state [with the assistance of] outside forces’.!?
Radical nationalists have talked instead of a state tailored ‘to the customs
and tastes’ of Ukrainians,'> and have revived the slogans popular in
western Ukraine in the 1920s and 1930s of a ‘national dictatorship [nar-
siokratiia)’,'* and “Ukraine for the Ukrainians’.!® (The idea of a nat-
siokratiia is a state in the service of the nation, ‘understood as an ethnos,
building its own statehood, with power over itself and over national
minorities’.)!®

Moreover, since 1990 the dynamics of political competition within the
Ukrainophone camp have encouraged outbidding to the nationalist
right.'” All elections since 1990 have shown that Ukrainophone national-
ists could make only limited inroads into the Russophone electorate (that
is, neither to ethnic Russians nor to Russophone Ukrainians). In core
support areas of western and central Ukraine, national-democrats have
therefore had to compete with the radical right rather than risk appealing
across linguistic boundaries, and the discourse of a “‘Ukrainian political
nation’ has gradually been superseded by the rhetoric of ethnic revival.!®

However, it should not be assumed that all Ukrainophones are nation-
alists. Many have continued in the attempt to define ethnicity out of the
political equation by promoting the idea of the ‘people of Ukraine’ (narod
Ukrainy), as in Lithuania, where sovereignty is vested in a political
abstract, the ‘nation of Lithuania’ rather than the ‘Lithuanian nation’,!°
or have preferred to use the explicitly multiethnic concept ‘the peoples of
Ukraine’.?° Both formulations, however, are anathema to Ukrainophone
nationalists: the former because it threatens to dissolve the Ukrainian
nation into a new and ‘artificial’ imagined community, the latter because
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it contradicts the fundamental nationalist belief that only the Ukrainians
(and Crimean Tatars and Karaim) are real indigenous peoples of Ukraine
— other minorities simply live in Ukraine. They have ‘homelands’ else-
where.

The 1996 constitution compromised by adopting the formula, ‘we, the
Ukrainian people — citizens of Ukraine of all nationalities’, a rather
awkward combination of a singular (though collective) noun with a
liberal policy commitment.?! It also defined the ‘right to self-determina-
tion’ as somehow belonging jointly to ‘the existing Ukrainian nation, all
the Ukrainian people’.?2 In contrast, a draft Law on Indigenous Peoples
prepared in 1996 promised to grant certain rights to groups such as the
Crimean Tatars, whilst at the same time promoting ‘the renewal and free
development of the dominant nation’.??

Ukrainophone nationalists have not, therefore, been able to impose a
narrow nationalising agenda on Ukrainian politics. In part this is because
they have to share power with ethnic Russians and/or Russophones. In
fact, the latter are arguably dominant in government. Without the
support of at least Russophone Ukrainians, Ukrainophones do not have a
sufficient critical mass to enforce a wholesale Ukrainianisation policy.
Ukraine is therefore not a paradigmatic ‘nationalising state’ in its political
practice, although this does not mean that many nationalist
Ukrainophones would not like it to be s0.%*

Colonialism

Ukrainophone attitudes towards the rights of ethnic Russians in Ukraine
are also coloured by the assumption, hotly disputed by most Russians,
that the Treaty of Pereiaslav in 1654 began a process of Russian ‘colonisa-
tion’ of Ukraine (see also chapter 2).?% The ‘natural’ order of affairs in
Ukraine has therefore supposedly been turned upside down by the expe-
rience of empire, and Russians continue to enjoy the rights that ought to
be reserved for the titular nation. As with Estonian or Latvian national-
ism, the Russian presence on the national ‘homeland’ is delegitimised by
characterising it as the resuit of imperial policy rather than voluntary
migration. Formal legal equality for Ukrainians and Russians is therefore
desirable on an abstract level, but it should not be allowed to perpetuate
an unnatural situation brought about by force.

Moreover, many Ukrainophones would argue that quasi-colonial
conditions still pertain in Ukraine, or at least that Ukraine still has to live
with the consequences of the colonial experience that has turned
Ukrainians into a minority in their own country, particularly in the east
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and south. According to one of the leaders of the Congress of Ukrainian
Nationalists, for example, ‘today in the large towns of the east and south
of Ukraine we still see the unnatural, artificial . . . priority and privileges
created by Russian tsarism and Bolshevik Moscow for the Russian ethnic
minority, most of whom [arrived as] parasites in the state-bureaucratic
structure and security apparatus created by the empire, [or occupied]
colonial functions in the sphere of production and spiritual culture and
participated in well-known policies of Russification [rosiishchennia — see
below, pp. 127-8} and brutal repression of the Ukrainian word, the
Ukrainian individual’.?

More moderate Ukrainophones are prepared to accept that Russians,
having lived in Ukraine for centuries, are in some sense also ‘rooted’, but
they would still deny that the Russians are truly indigenous: Russians do
not live in Ukraine as a nation in the same manner as they do in their own
homeland.?” In a standard formula, Ukrainophone nationalists tend to
confine the promise of ‘national-cultural autonomy to those national
minorities who do not have their own state beyond the borders of
Ukraine’ (i.e. excluding Russians).?®

Discourses of Europe

To Ukrainophone nationalists, the presence of Russians in Ukraine also
means the presence of ‘Asia’ in ‘Europe’. As with many other east
European peoples (see also chapter 5), Ukrainians conceive of themselves
as an Antemurale, an outpost of European civilisation against both Islam
and ‘Asia’.?? In this respect, it is Russia which is ‘Asia’ and therefore radi-
cally ‘other’,® while ‘Europe’, albeit mediated largely through Poland,
was supposedly historically always a part of Ukrainian life until the
imposition of Russian influence in 1654, 1793-5 or 1945.3!

The consequences for perceptions of national identity are clear. The
myth of Europe versus Asia places a very clear boundary marker between
Ukrainians and Russians, widening an otherwise relatively narrow cul-
tural gap. It also explains why the most common Ukrainian name for
‘Russian’ uses a place-name — Moskaly (a pejorative version of
‘Muscovite’). The other side of the coin, however, is that a geographical
definition of ‘otherness’ would also allow local Russians in Ukraine to be
‘European’, although for many nationalist Ukrainophones ‘Asia’ is a cul-
tural phenomenon that affects all Russians alike.??

Russophone Ukrainians, on the other hand, should obviously also be
‘Buropean’. Hence Ukrainophone nationalists’ incomprehension and
anger when they prefer to assert the cultural solidarity of the eastern
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Slavs, often against a common European or Atlantic ‘other’. Ethnic
Russians, presented with the equation of ‘Europe’ and ‘Ukraine’, may
well reject both, or promote the idea of a ‘Eurasian’, pan-Slavic Ukraine,
cleansed of its Galician ‘Europeans’.

The ‘national idea’

The Ukrainophone assumption that Russophone Ukrainians must lie on
the same side of the cultural divide is a result of their essentially linguistic
conception of the ‘national idea’. Roman Szporluk has argued that the
founding fathers of the Ukrainian national revival in the late eighteenth
and early nineteenth centuries originally framed Russian—Ukrainian
difference in terms of rival myths of descent and of national ‘character’,
and that the revival of this concept by Ukrainian dissidents in the 1960s
helped establish a modern Ukrainian civic nationalism.>? National iden-
tity was therefore essentially framed by a historical-political conception.
However, during the nineteenth century, the Herderian equation of lan-
guage and ethnicity also entered nationalist discourse.** Ukrainians did
not, after all, then enjoy statehood. Nor were the territories they inhabited
clearly bounded by administrative divisions, and they were often far
removed from the key historical Ukrainian homelands of the Kievan and
Cossack periods. It was therefore to an extent predictable that the found-
ers of Ukrainian political geography used language as the primary deter-
minant of ethnicity,?® and by equating the two felt able to assert the
existential unity of all Ukrainians. Moreover, in the multilingual states of
eastern Europe, retention of one’s ‘native’ language has always been a key
status issue, and assimilation implies a loss of ‘authenticity’.

Most contemporary Ukrainophone nationalists simply assume that
ethnicity and language naturally coincide. Even those who are committed
to the idea of a ‘civic nation’ would build it around their own ethnolingu-
istic ‘core’, and language revival is always to the forefront of their pro-
grammes.>% In part, following Herder, this is conceptual: ‘language’, they
argue, ‘is the main sign of the ethnos . . . the genetic code of the nation’,*”
but it is also due to the historical argument that Ukrainians who speak
Russian do so only as a result of forcible Russification (see below, pp.
127-8).

Ukrainophone activists tend to assume that mobilisation strategies
which rely on the myths and symbols of the Ukrainian-language group
can in fact appeal to all ethnic Ukrainians. However, in practice their con-
ceptual framework makes unwarranted assumptions about Russophone
Ukrainian identity, which is much more of a mélange of ethnic, linguistic,
cultural and historical influences.>®
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Russification

Ukrainophone Ukrainians tend to deny that Russophone Ukrainians,
unlike ethnic Russians, are in any real sense ‘other’, and that any depar-
ture from this situation must be the result of artificial ‘Russification’, itself
a product of Ukraine’s past colonial status. Ukrainophones argue that the
sheer depth of penetration of the Russian language in Ukraine, and the
unnatural division ‘between Russian Ukraine and Ukrainian Ukraine’,??
can be explained only as a consequence of forcible administrative pres-
sure, rather than in terms of natural cultural affinity or free choice. The
only point of dispute is whether the normal Ukrainian term for
‘Russification’, rusyfikarsiia, is capable of giving full expression to this
phenomenon. Radicals have argued that it should be replaced by rosi-
ishchennia or Moskovshchennia, as rusyfikatsiia is supposedly a
Germanism derived from the malaproprism Rus’, actually the name of
the medieval (for nationalists proto-Ukrainian) Kievan state, whereas the
real historical agent of enforced acculturation has been the modern
Russian state (Rosiia or Rosstia), or, more succinctly, Moscow. Moreover,
the broader terms help to emphasise aspects of acculturation beyond the
mere loss of language.?® On the other hand, the term ‘Sovietisation’,
which would arguably provide a more accurate insight into the nature of
Russophone Ukrainian identity, is rarely used.

The proliferation of terms indicates a certain confusion as to the exact
identity of Ukraine’s ‘other’. Nevertheless, in all variants it is assumed that
a genuine Ukrainian identity existed in the past before it was ‘Russified’. It
can therefore be restored. Because it is assumed that Russophone
Ukrainians are simply ‘denationalised [vynarodovienni] Ukrainians’ or
‘cultural hermaphrodites’,*! the hapless victims of ‘Russification’,
Russian-speaking culture is not regarded by Ukrainophone nationalists as
having a legitimate historical foundation in Ukraine (indeed, it is denied
that it is a culture as such), which cannot but cast doubt on the solidity of
legal guarantees on language rights, however generous. The formal posi-
tion of legal tolerance has to be set against the nationalist desire to ‘unite a
disjoined [rozporoshenyi] people into a single national organism’,*? that is,
the hope that in the long term the historical tendency of Ukrainians to
assimilate to Russian language and culture will be reversed.

Despite such statements as ‘for us nothing would be sweeter than the
national enlightenment of the Russian population of Ukraine’,*? ‘national
revival’ is in fact targeted in the first instance at Russophone Ukrainians
and is predicated on the assumption that they will automatically respond
to any Ukrainianisation campaign,** as indicated by the demand that ‘the
percentage of Russian-language schools in Ukraine should be reduced
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[from just under 50 per cent] to the percentage of Russians in the popula-
tion — 20 per cent [sic]’.*’ This, however, assumes a community of identity
and interest that is not necessarily present. As Ukrainophone nationalists
reject the historical foundations of the (putative) Russophone Ukrainian
identity out of hand (see below, p. 133), they fail to grasp the true
significance of potential boundary markers between the two groups.

The assault on ‘Little Russianism’

The conceptual and historical framework of Ukrainophone nationalists
has resulted in a long tradition of disdain for the local ‘Little Russian’
complex allegedly possessed by many Russophone Ukrainians and by the
Ukrainian intelligentsia in general. Dmytro Dontsov, the ideological
mentor of west Ukrainian nationalism between the two world wars,
argued that the ‘Russian complex’, ‘spiritual lameness’, ‘provincialism’
and ‘Moscowphilia’ of the Ukrainian intelligentsia was the key reason for
the relative weakness of the Ukrainian national movement.*®
Significantly, his views were echoed in the 1920s by the Soviet Ukrainian
writer Mykola Khvyl ovyi, who also attacked the ‘psychological servility’
and ‘cultural epigonism’ of the Russophone Ukrainian intelligentsia, who
‘could not imagine themselves without the Russian conductor’, because
they were ‘unable to defeat within [themselves] the slavish nature which
has always worshipped the northern culture’.4”

This theme was further developed by the émigré author Ievhen
Malaniuk, who viewed ‘Little Russianism’ as a ‘national disease’ with
‘pathological characteristics’, a form of ‘national defeatism . . . capitula-
tion before the battle’, creating ‘a nationally defective type, maimed
psychologically and spiritually, and — in consequence — even racially’.*®
‘Little Russianism’ was therefore seen mainly as the product of weakness
of character. Unlike political Austrianism under the Habsburg Empire, it
did not result from rational calculation and free choice, but was a ‘brutal,
mass-mechanical fabrication’, the product of ‘the terrorist-police
machine of a totalitarian state’.*® Unlike Austria, Russia was incapable of
creating a true synthesis of identities, only of ‘tearing up the living organ-
isms of the conquered and powerless nations’. It was Ukraine’s mis-
fortune that not only the peasant ‘dark masses’ but also the
‘semi-intelligentsia and intelligentsia’ were so ‘denationalised’, depriving
the nation of its ‘brain centre’.>°

The theme of betrayal by one’s own brethren has often crowded out a
more honest analysis of the deep-seated historical reasons for the bifurca-
tion of ethnic Ukrainian culture. Even after independence in 1991, and
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especially after the election of Leonid Kuchma as Ukrainian president in
1994, many nationalist Ukrainophones have argued that state power was
being hijacked by slavish Russophiles.?! The October 1995 ‘Manifesto of
the Ukrainian Intelligentsia’, for example, attacked the ‘higher echelons
of power’ in Ukraine, ‘vulgar cosmopolitans’,’> who were accused of
‘turning on orphan [bezridnykh] lumpen elements, who are indifferent to
who feeds them or controls their national riches’, to conduct a de facto
‘Russian nationalist’ policy of ‘turning their native land into a colony of
Russia’. “The majority of politicians speak the language of a foreign
country’, it continued, and had allowed what was ‘in essence ethnic
cleansing to be conducted against Ukrainians in Ukraine’,>?

Ethnic Russians: a diaspora in the making?

Ethnic Russians have lived in Ukraine for centuries. On the other hand,
they have never really developed a fully formed identity attuned to the cir-
cumstances of being ‘Russians-in-Ukraine’. Nevertheless, they also have
a characteristic political discourse relating to their history and perceived
status, directed in particular at two of the key fundamentals of the
Ukrainophone nationalist worldview, ‘colonialism’ and ‘indigenousness’.

Firstly, in contrast to the Ukrainophone view of history, ethnic
Russians tend to argue that local population movements have been volun-
tary and multidirectional, and that the gradual influx of ethnic Russians
to the south-east of Ukraine represented a process of peaceful settlement
rather than colonial ‘occupation’. Secondly, ethnic Russians would there-
fore also claim that they are no less ‘indigenous’ than Ukrainians in large
areas of eastern and southern Ukraine.’* They should certainly not be
classed as a ‘national minority’ (in Soviet times ‘national minorities’ came
low in the ethnic pecking order, below the titular nationalities of the
fifteen union republics and twenty autonomous republics).”

For example, the Crimean ‘Congress of the Russian People’ declared
in 1996 that ‘the Russian people [Russkii Narod] has lived continuously
[izdrevle] on the territory of the modern state of Ukraine and in Crimea
[sic] since the time of Kievan Rus’, and cannot consider itself a newcomer
or an occupying people, as some historians and politicians are trying to
depict them . . . [The latter are in fact] representatives of other ethnic
groups that arrived and formed themselves on the territory of Crimea and
other regions of the state of Ukraine much later than the Russians,
[although they] are now trying to claim exclusive national rights and
priorities.’>s

A draft law on the use of the Russian language in Ukraine prepared by
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the Congress of Russian Organisations of Ukraine and Civic Congress of
Ukraine in 1996 began with the following demand: ‘considering the deep
historical roots of Russians in Ukraine, their special role in the expansion
and opening up of Ukrainian lands, and also their immense importance in
the modern life of Ukraine, in agreement with Articles 10 and 11 of the
Constitution of Ukraine, [we call on the Ukrainian authorities} to recog-
nise Russians alongside Ukrainians as an indigenous people of
Ukraine’.>’

According to one survey undertaken in 1991, 90 per cent of the
Russian inhabitants of Crimea and 89 per cent of Russians in eastern
Ukraine agreed with the statement, ‘I do not consider myself a foreigner
{chuzim] on the territory of this republic.’®® ‘Rootedness’ has its conse-
quences, however. In regions such as the Donbas it has supposedly meant
the development of both a ‘borderland’® and a ‘melting-pot’ identity,%°
shared with many ethnic Ukrainians. It is often argued that local Russians
are therefore different from ‘Muscovites’ (Moskaly), because they ‘have
taken on certain local values and attitudes, which have created clear
differences between them and Russians in Russia’.®! Russians in Crimea
might speak ‘Moscow’ Russian and could be compared to ‘true Russians,
but their language is fundamentally different from the Russian—Ukrainian
mixture of the south-eastern tracts [smuhy] of Ukraine . . . for the inhabi-
tants of the Donbas the [mixed] language of Kiev or neighbouring Rostov
is closer than Crimean-Russian’.%? In so far as this is a point sometimes
made by Ukrainophones, it undermines the radical othering of ‘colonial’
Russians that is otherwise characteristic of Ukrainophone discourse.

On the other hand, this possible ‘southern Russian’ identity has yet to
be properly articulated at an elite level. In the past Russian elites in
Ukraine tended to think in all-Russian terms. Indeed, many were violent
Ukrainophobes, such as Vasilii Shul’gin, editor of the main Kiev daily
Kievlianin before the 1917 revolution, or the author Mikhail Bulgakov,
who grew up in Kiev.®®> Before 1914 Ukraine was a strong centre of
Russian nationalist activity.%* Local Ukrainophobe discourse, however,
has been mainly negative. The claims of Ukrainophiles have traditionally
been refuted on all-Russian grounds, with little sense as yet of building up
a positive understanding of what it means to be a Russian in Ukraine.
Ukrainian independence therefore suddenly cut local Russians off from
their traditional source of myths and symbols, and without an obvious
identity map political mobilisation has been surprisingly difficult.®®
Moreover, like Russophone Ukrainians, Russians in Ukraine do not have
an influential culture-forming intelligentsia. There was a Russian intelli-
gentsia in cities such as Kiev, Kharkiv and Odesa before the revolution,
but it did not survive Soviet rule.
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Ethnic Russians in Ukraine therefore have an ambiguous notion of
‘homeland’, located partly in Ukraine, partly in the Russian Federation
and partly in both at the same time. Russians in Ukraine do not yet define
themselves as a ‘diaspora’, in terms of an irredenta of a broader home-
land. Many are as confused by the appearance of the Russian Federation
as they are by the emergence of an independent Ukraine. Most would
define not only themselves, but also all their fellow eastern Slavs, as part
of ‘Eurasia’.® The logic of the Russian position therefore drives them
towards support for the restoration of some kind of overarching political
unity between Ukraine and Russia, rather than towards local separatism
(Crimea excepted).

However, identity politics amongst Russians in Ukraine also depends
in turn on the discourse and policies adopted by official and unofficial
actors in the Russian Federation. In the immediate aftermath of the
Soviet break-up Russia has lacked the resources to make a serious bid for
the identity and loyalty of Russians abroad. This is a political fact in itself,
encouraging such Russians towards strategies of accommeodation with
the new host states. However, there remains considerable cultural capital
in Ukraine on which Russian nationalist political entrepreneurs, either
from Russia or in Ukraine itself, could draw in the event of worsening
confrontation between the two states, especially if Ukrainophone nation-
alist discourse serves to ‘other’ and to alienate local Russians, or even
Russophones en masse.

Russophone Ukrainians: two Ukraines?

The Ukrainophone nationalist position is that Russophone Ukrainians are
simply denationalised or déraciné Ukrainians. It can certainly be accepted
that, of the three ‘groups’, it is most difficult to speak of a fully bounded
identity in the case of Russophone Ukrainians. A Russophone Ukrainian
is still a Ukrainian, but is nevertheless a Ukrainian of a specific type — or
perhaps several types, as there are many ways in which the consequences
of speaking Russian or adopting Russian culture can impact on identity.
Russophone Ukrainians therefore possess sufficient elements of a separate
identity, historically thart of the ‘Little Russian’ (maloros), to justify their
separate treatment.®” On the other hand, this identity has meant different
things at different times and in different places, in circumstances very
different to the conditions prevailing in the post-Soviet period.

Originally, ‘Little Russianism’ developed as an identity for all
Ukrainians, when, as most of Ukraine became a part of imperial Russia
between 1654 and 1795, it defined a combination of loyalty to the tsar
with continued localist sentiments.®® By the nineteenth century, however,
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it came to refer to those Ukrainians who had been progressively absorbed
into the Russian cultural sphere (as, to a degree, with ‘Anglo-Scots).® It
followed from Ukrainian activists’ own essentially linguistic definition of
national identity that Ukrainian malorosy such as the playwright Mykola
Gogol who consciously rejected the Ukrainian for the Russian language
were somehow ‘less Ukrainian’. However, as many Ukrainians in the
nineteenth century identified with Russian culture tout court, ‘Little
Russian’ still implied a certain residual loyalty to a local Ukrainian iden-
tity. Gogol himself wrote in an identifiably Ukrainian cultural milieu.
Moreover, the ‘Russia’ with which many Ukrainians linked their identity
was rosstiskii not russkii, implying a broader identity which could
somehow accommodate both Russians and Ukrainians.

This historical model is less appropriate to the circumstances in which
Russophone Ukrainians find themselves at the turn of the millennium.
The maloros has never before had to consider the possibility of a perma-
nent political division between Russia and Ukraine. Moreover, in so far as
‘Little Russianism’ was an instrumental identity, a rational calculation of
the greater practical and symbolic benefits of Russian culture, it may be
losing its appeal (for the philosopher V' iacheslav Lypyns'kyi, Little
Russianism was specifically a ‘disease of statelessness’).” The imperial
centre that provided such a pole of attraction in the past is no longer
capable of drawing Ukrainians into its service bureaucracy, although it
may continue to exercise a certain cultural pull. English~-language ‘global
culture’ may increasingly provide an alternative escape route for those
who continue to seek an identity capable of transcending Ukrainian
‘provincialism’, although indirect access to global culture is often still
through Russian, despite Ukrainophile attempts to create a ‘unified
information space®.”

On the other hand, some aspects of Russophone Ukrainian identity
may be valued in themselves; it should not be too readily assumed that
‘Little Russianism’ must now wither away as political boundaries begin to
firm up and kick over the traces of past patterns of cultural interaction.
Russophone Ukrainians have an existential interest in contesting
Ukrainophone stereotypes on at least two points. There is no logical need
for Russophone Ukrainians to care about Ukrainophone attitudes to
‘indigenousness’, as the claim applies to all Ukrainians. However,
Russophone Ukrainians are likely to challenge the discourse of ‘colonial-
ism’ and ‘Russification’ and to resist attempts to characterise past (and
future) relations with Russia in purely negative terms, as, in order to
assert their own identity, it is important to stress that their crossover into
Russian cultural space has been voluntary. The Ukrainophone nationalist
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equation of ethnicity and language as joint determinants of national iden-
tity is therefore also likely to be rejected.

Ukrainophone historiography that excludes Russians and Russian-
speakers from its narrative also has little appeal to Russophone Ukrainians
(see chapter 2). Their view of Ukrainian—Russian relations requires a
more catholic historical myth. For prominent Russophone Ukrainians,
such as the former deputy chairman of the Ukrainian parliament and
leader of the Interregional Block for Reforms Volodymyr Hryn ov,” ‘on
the majority of what is now Ukrainian territory’, centuries of history have
been marked by ‘the common development of two peoples close in lan-
guage, culture and historical past — Ukrainians and Russians’.”® The two
languages in fact were like ‘a pair of boots [sapogi], one the “left” and the
other the “right”’,7 the two cultures sufficiently intertwined to be consid-
ered a ‘broad transitional stratum [shyrokyi marginal nyi shar]’.” There
was therefore no historical basis to consider that ‘Ukraine was ever a
Russian colony, the Ukrainian people the people of a colonised country or
that the Russian people were ever the “conquerors” of Ukraine’.”® Rather,
the common ‘Eurasian space’ inhabited by both Ukrainians and Russians
has always possessed a ‘special cultural value’, above all the harmonious
unity of the east Slavic peoples.”” If Russia is claimed to be Ukraine’s
‘natural’ partner and Russia is in ‘Eurasia’ or both Europe and Eurasia,
then so is Ukraine, making it difficuit for Ukraine to adopt an unambigu-
ous trajectory towards Europe. Even those who embrace ‘European
values’ argue that Ukraine and Russia ought to proceed towards Europe in
tandem, or that Ukraine should revert to its seventeenth/eighteenth
century role as a bridge to Europe for the whole Russophone world.”

The philosopher Myroslav Popovych has pointed out that there was no
real ‘ethnic division of labour’ in Ukraine under the USSR. Russians and
Ukrainians worked side by side; the so-called ‘“colonisers” [never]
created separate social-cultural enclaves’.” There has always been a vol-
untary crossover between what were never in any case completely separ-
ate cultural spheres. The present language situation in Ukraine cannot
therefore be explained solely in terms of the actions of ‘zealous
Russifiers’.80 A greater cultural gap in fact supposedly exists between the
common diapason of Dnieper Ukraine and the nationalist west. Artificial
Ukrainian—Russian hostility supposedly resulted from the atypical
environment of ‘underdeveloped’ western Ukraine.?! Myths of common
Russo-Ukrainian struggle against enemies such as Nazi Germany remain
strong.®?

Resistance to an enforced choice between ‘Ukrainjan’ and ‘Russian’
cultural spheres that many Russophone Ukrainians regard as in any case
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only partially distinct remains a defining feature of the Russophone
Ukrainian identity. In the words of one (Russian) activist, ‘in terms of
national-cultural identification we belong to a single Russian~Ukrainian
cultural space’, and should not therefore be forced artificially ‘to chose
between a mono- and polycultural’ identity.®? According to one survey in
the Donbas in September 1992, only 12 per cent of the local sample (18
per cent of Ukrainians, 11 per cent of Russians) agreed with the
Ukrainophone nationalist view that ‘the population of the Donbas is in
the main Ukrainians who have acquired specific characteristics because
of the particularities of their living conditions’ (that is, they have been
‘Russified’). On the other hand, 49 per cent (48 per cent of Ukrainians,
49 per cent of Russians) agreed that ‘a special community has been
created in the Donbas, linked equally with both Ukraine and Russia’.
Moreover, 58 per cent (55 per cent of Ukrainians, 61 per cent of
Russians) expected that situation to continue.3* Historical intermingling
and high levels of mixed marriage in eastern and southern Ukraine mean
that ‘passport’ ethnicity is often fairly meaningless.®

The Party of Slavonic Unity of Ukraine has attempted to provide an
alternative identity for all Russophones in Ukraine (Russians and
Ukrainians) by attempting to revive the term ‘Rusichi’ for individuals
with a mixed east Slavic parentage, arguing that they have been develop-
ing as a ‘nation’ since the seventeenth century and now number some 127
million throughout the former USSR. The party argues that between
nineteen and twenty million such ‘Rusichi’ live in Ukraine, making up the
majority population in border regions of the south and east, and in neigh-
bouring oblasts in Russia, where there has been a constant ‘exchange of
populations’ since the time of the Cossacks.®¢ In so far as the term ‘Little
Russian’ (or indeed ‘Rusich’) identifies a real historical phenomenon,
several Russophone activists have argued that ‘there is nothing belittling
in the word’ and it should continue to be used.?”

Nevertheless, it can be accepted that both historical ‘Little Russianism’
and the idea of a new ‘Rusich’ nation are largely theories about the origins
of Russophone Ukrainian culture, or about orientations to state forma-
tions that have disappeared. They are less well attuned to providing a
coherent future identity for Russophone Ukrainians. Indeed, opinion
polls indicate that their political attitudes have lagged behind develop-
ments. Significantly, it is disproportionately Russophones (ethnic
Russians and Russophone Ukrainians) who cling to a vanishing ‘Soviet’
identity,®® and who have also expressed nostalgia for some form of over-
arching political union between Ukraine and Russia.®

An additional problem for Russophone Ukrainians is the lack of an
obvious ideologue to give moral and historical support to their position.
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Possible mentors, such as Mykola Kostomarov and Panteleimon Kulish,
nineteenth-century Ukrainian writers who argued that Ukrainian and
Russian culture could coexist, have been co-opted by contemporary
Ukrainian nationalists as prophets of national revival.’® Bohdan
Khmelnytskyi, revered by many Russophones for uniting Russians and
Ukrainians against the oppression of ‘Poles and Lithuanians’,?! remains
an ambiguous figure, as he also led the Ukrainian ‘national uprising’ of
1648. Moreover, Russophile Ukrainians, such as (in his later years) Iakiv
Holovats'’kyi in western Ukraine or Volodymyr Vernads'kyi, Iurii
Kotsiubyns kyi and Maksym Kovalevs kyi in the east,?? do not receive the
prominence in recent histories that they deserve (as is also true of the
powerful Russophile movement in Galicia before 1914).%> Even Gogol,
perhaps the best example of the mutual influence of Ukrainian and
Russian culture, has been shifted more into the Ukrainian camp.®*
Without a culture-forming intelligentsia, however, Russophone Ukrainian
identity is likely to remain amorphous and vulnerable to assimilation at
either extreme.

The great paradox for Russophone Ukrainians is that, while their
numbers are much larger than has traditionally been assumed, organised
collective action in defence of their interests has been less frequent and
less formidable than might have been predicted from strength of numbers
alone. Moreover, without a clear-cut sense of identity this situation is
likely to persist. Significantly, both ethnic Russians and Russophone
Ukrainians have had difficulty in forming social movements and political
parties without the relative advantages of the symbolic and institutional
resources enjoyed by Ukrainophones.”?

Deconstructing boundaries: alternative
narratives of identity

Not all political leaders in Ukraine can be classed as ethnic entrepren-
eurs. Many politicians, including some of those already mentioned above,
have used explicitly non-ethnic or pan-ethnic mobilisational strategies,
or, if they accept that there is no natural ‘ethnopolitical unity’ in
Ukrainian society,”® have argued that different ethnic and language
groups must enjoy equal status, as ‘the interests, rights and specific traits
and language of one nation’ (i.e. Ukrainians) must not be placed ‘above
those of other nations and nationalities’.°” As in Estonia and Latvia, pres-
sure from international organisations such as the Council of Europe and
OSCE has also worked against the reification of identities. Moreover,
although ‘civic’ ideals command less of a consensus in Ukraine than they
did in 1990-1, moderate voices are over-represented in government,
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while nationalist entrepreneurs of whatever hue are confined to the wings.

Many elites, including many liberal Ukrainophones, have continued to
promote the idea of subsuming all ethnic and linguistic differences in
Ukraine into a single ‘Ukrainian political nation’. The Donbas-based
Liberal Party of Ukraine, for example, has called for ‘international and
interconfessional accord as the basis for forming the citizens of Ukraine
into a Ukrainian political nation’,”® the Socialist Party of Ukraine for a
new political culture anchored in a ‘mass consciousness based on the
ideas of internationalism’.%® In another favourite formula of the parties of
the left, it is argued that ‘Russians and Ukrainians are two branches of the
one people of Ukraine,’'%° President Kuchma and others have consis-
tently defended the virtues of a multiethnic society (it helps that Kuchma
is, in his background at least, an archetypal Russophone Ukrainian).1%!
Others have talked of the simultaneous consolidation of a ‘Ukrainian
nation (ethnosocial definition)’, that is, of disparate regional identities
and ethnographic subgroups (L.emkos, Rusyns, etc.) within the ethnic
Ukrainian group, and of a ‘Ukrainian nation (ethnopolitical definition)’,
that is, all those subjectively oriented towards the Ukrainian state.!?

A second political strategy open to those on the left is to continue to
locate this pan-ethnic ideal in a still extant ‘Soviet’ identity. Mention has
already been made of the persistence of ‘Soviet’ identity on a mass level,
particularly in parts of eastern and southern Ukraine. It is tempting to
classify this a generational phenomenon that will fade away in time but, as
it also expresses the desire to maintain some form of overarching identity
between Ukraine and Russia, it may prove surprisingly persistent. In
regions such as the Donbas the percentage defining themselves as ‘Soviet’
has declined only slowly in the immediate post-independence period.!%?
Many on the left continue to talk as if the ‘Soviet people’ still existed and
remained an active social group.'%

Advocates of the primacy of regional identities have also adopted pan-
ethnic strategies on a smaller scale. The Crimean constitution adopted in
September 1992 spoke of sovereign power resting with ‘citizens of the
republic of Crimea of all nationalities, who make up the people of Crimea
[rarod Kryma}’.1%> Similarly, political entrepreneurs in the Donbas have
continued to argue for the primacy of a local (Donchanin) identity, as have
some in Odesa (Odessiti or Chornomorisi), Kharkiv (Slobozhani) and else-
where.106

An alternative strategy has been the attempt to mobilise all
Russophones (ethnic Russians and Russophone Ukrainians) together
against the ‘nationalising’ strategies of Ukrainophones, given the fact that
‘almost half the population of Ukraine considers it [Russian] their native
language’.'%” To this end, Russophone activists have argued that ‘thereis a
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division within the Ukrainian ethnos’ which is ‘historical-cultural’ rather
than ethnic, between ‘those who consider that Ukraine is a part of the
general Russian ethnos . . . and those who think that Ukraine and Russia
are different states and different cultures which are fundamentally
opposed to one another’.1%8 In part, this divide is held to overlap with that
between the Uniate Catholic west and the Orthodox majority, although at
the same time the common Orthodoxy shared by most Ukrainians and
Russians has tended to diminish the salience of religious identity markers
in Ukraine.!%°

Significantly, the founding father of the Ukrainian national movement,
the historian Mykhailo Hrushevs'kyi, himself warned in 1906 (when
Ukrainian territories were still divided between the Habsburg and
Romanov Empires) that there was a danger of the Ukrainians, like ‘the
Serbs and the Croats’ forming ‘two nationalities on one ethnographic
base’.!1% Modern Russophone activists have therefore often argued that
Ukrainians in Dnieper Ukraine should make common cause with ethnic
Russians against nationalist Ukrainophones in the west, thereby turning
the Galicians with their peculiar history into the ‘other’. ‘Urban
Galicians’, according to the Party of Slavonic Unity of Ukraine, ‘are a
nation formed out of passive Slavdom, a national-aggressive type of world
Jewry, relics and ethnically embedded Armenians, Germans,
Hungarians, Tatars, Poles, Lemkos, Boikos and others, mixed together
after the Austrian revolution of 1848-9’ (see also chapter 2).11! They, not
Russians, are the true ‘fifth column’ in Ukraine.!12

Although this ‘historical-cultural’ divide is not itself linguistic, it can
interact with linguistic divisions, as in the 1994 presidential election,
when anti-Ukrainophile activists successfully appealed for a common
front of all Russophones against the incumbent president Leonid
Kravchuk (who was supported on this occasion by both western Ukraine
and the Right Bank of central Ukraine).!13

Significantly, the Congress of ‘Russian’ (Russkikh) Organisations of
Ukraine founded in March 1996 did not narrow its target constituency to
ethnic Russians alone. It variously defined itself as ‘a movement of citi-
zens of Russian culture of all nationalities’,' !4 and of those who ‘recognise
the Russian language and culture as their own, alongside any other lan-
guage and culture’.!1% Its leader (szarosta), Aleksandr Baziliuk (also head
of the Civic Congress of Ukraine), talked at various times of ‘defending
the rights of Russian-speaking [russkoiazychnye] citizens . . . of all citizens
who consider Russia their homeland’ (a Russia with ‘a thousand-year
history’ from the time of Kievan Rus’) and even of ‘citizens of Russian
culture’.!'® The Congress talked of uniting Ukraine’s ‘twelve million
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ethnic Russians and thirty million Russian-speakers [sic]’.!!7

Conclusions

The range of identity options in Ukraine is clearly wider than in many
other post-communist states, despite the best efforts of ethnic entrepren-
eurs both to reify their own group and to firm up its boundaries by ‘other-
ing’ outsiders. Significantly, survey evidence (from 1993-4) indicates that
some 25-6 per cent of the population of Ukraine continue to think of
themselves as somehow bozk Ukrainian and Russian.!!® (In a 1997 survey,
14.4 per cent saw themselves as both Ukrainian and Russian, 5.2 per cent
as ‘more Russian than Ukrainian’ and 9.9 per cent as ‘more Ukrainian
than Russian’.)!!’® Moreover, the boundary between the Russian and
Russophone Ukrainian ‘groups’ is as fluid as that between
Ukrainophones and Russophone Ukrainians. Indeed, when questions of
language are to the forefront in the determination of identity it makes
more sense to consider all Russophones together.

Ukraine may in the long run succeed in building a more culturally
homogeneous society.!?® The political realities of independence are likely
to shape identities to an extent. On the other hand, cultural groupings,
especially those with such large critical masses (using the survey evidence
cited above, there are something like 21 million Ukrainophone
Ukrainians, 17 million Russophone Ukrainians and 11 million Russians),
have often shown extraordinary resilience. Many other culturally divided
societies, such as Canada and Belgium, have retained internal distinc-
tions, despite periodic ‘nationalising’ pressures emanating from the
centre.

In Ukraine therefore ‘in’- and ‘out’-group boundaries are likely to
remain contested, with the efforts of ethnic entrepreneurs to promote the
identity of their own group and to identify targets for assimilation
opposed by those who would rather see boundaries remain fluid.
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