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FAVORITE LETTER: SHIFTS IN LANGUAGE  
IDEOLOGIES AS REFLECTIONS OF OVERCOMING 

POSTCOLONIAL AMBIVALENCE IN WARTIME

Abstract
Background. Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine, besides all traumatic 

consequences for Ukrainian society, has led to fundamental shifts in self-aware-
ness and self-identification of Ukrainians, and these shifts have been reflected in 
language ideologies. In addition to explicit changes regarding the switching of 
a significant percentage of Russophone Ukrainians to the Ukrainian language, 
there have also been profound changes concerning rethinking the role of lan-
guage in constructing identity and preserving statehood.

Contribution to the research field. This study serves as a case analysis examin-
ing the development of language ideologies within a postcolonial society through 
their expression in various textual and visual representations of a single symbol—
the letter “ї”, which has emerged as a symbol of the Ukrainian language and a 
marker of its distinctiveness. The importance and originality of this study lie in the 
fact that it helps us to understand the cultural and psychological shifts in society 
during the period of a unique historical experience: from the formal liberation 
from colonial dependence to the time of armed resistance to recolonization.

Purpose. This study aims to analyze language ideologies of Ukrainians rep-
resented by the letter “ї” from 1991 to the present day and find out how they 
reflect different modes of thinking regarding colonial experience, its realization 
and overcoming.

Methods. The research methodology is based on the theoretical framework 
of such interdisciplinary fields as postcolonial studies, language ideology, and 
critical discourse analysis. Taking into account the diversity of empirical mate-
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rial, in addition, certain insights of graphic linguistics, studies of linguistic 
landscape, and geosemiotics have been added to the research tools.

Results. Until February 24, 2022, the language ideologies of Ukrainian so-
ciety represented by the letter “ї” reflected a state of postcolonial ambivalence. 
The language ideologies of uniqueness, attitude towards the language as a na-
tional treasure, and sacralization conveyed an anticolonial mode of thinking, as 
they were aimed at denying Soviet narratives about inferiority, provincialism, 
and the unprestigious status of the Ukrainian language. Meanwhile, the ideol-
ogy of femininity expressed the colonial way of thinking directly as it embodied 
a view of oneself from the colonizer’s perspective. The language ideologies of 
weakness and endangerment as a legacy of being under the control of the Rus-
sian Empire and the Soviet Union were triggered by the strong position of the 
Russian language in the public space. 

After February 24, 2022, the language ideologies of femininity, weakness, 
and endangerment represented by the letter “ї” have been displaced by ideolo-
gies of masculinity, strength, and resistance, broadcasting anticolonial think-
ing. At the same time, certain tendencies testify to the decolonization of thinking 
as well: 1) the attitude towards language as a national treasure (a feature of 
postcolonial societies) has changed to a pragmatic attitude (as a means of com-
munication); 2) the ideology of uniqueness has not been based on the opposition 
to the Russian language but instead realized in a global context, which evi-
dences a departure from the cognitive dichotomy “colonizer – colonized”; 
3) the role of the Ukrainian language in constructing identity and maintaining 
sovereignty has transited from symbolic to practical.

Discussion. In Ukraine, the process of overcoming colonialism and coloni-
ality unfolds in a non-linear way. After formal liberation from political depen-
dence in 1991, the period of postcolonial ambivalence, which is inherent in the 
coexistence of anticolonial and colonial modes of thinking, occurred. After Rus-
sia’s full-scale invasion, the process of decolonization was activated, which 
coincides with anticolonial resistance that is reflected in thinking as well, in 
particular in the transformation of linguistic ideologies.

Keywords: language ideology, Ukrainian language, the letter “ї”, colonial 
thinking, anticolonial thinking, postcolonial ambivalence, decolonization.

1. Introduction

Until recently, scholars had to prove the appropriateness of approaching 
postcolonial methodology to studying the Successor States of the USSR 
(Moore, 2001), in particular Ukraine (Riabczuk, 2013). Russia’s full-scale in-



e-ISSN 2616-7115. Language: Classic – Modern – Postmodern. 2025. Issue 11� 69

vasion of Ukraine resolved many questions, as it has revealed the imperial 
essence of the aggressor state. As Timothy Snyder argues, «it is a colonial war 
in the sense that Russia meant to conquer, dominate displace, exploit. And it’s 
an imperial war in the sense that in choosing to fight this war, Russian elites 
were self-consciously defining themselves as an empire as opposed to a nor-
mal state» (LRT English, 2023).

The full-scale phase of the Russo-Ukrainian war caused decisive changes 
in the ecosystem, economic, social, and cultural spheres, as well changes  
of significant importance regarding self-awareness and self-identification  
of Ukrainians, which have manifested themselves in the language ideologies. 
In addition to the explicit changes regarding language choices of everyday 
communication and the attitude towards the status of the Russian language in 
Ukraine (as can be seen from the survey – The sixth national poll, 2022), there 
are also deep implicit shifts, connected with the reflections on the status of the 
Ukrainian language and its role in conducting Ukrainian identity. 

This study aims to retrospectively examine the language ideologies of 
Ukrainian society through the lens of postcolonial and decolonial theories and 
determine how they reflect different modes of thinking regarding colonial ex-
perience, its realization and overcoming. This is a sort of case study that ex-
plores the evolution of language ideologies in postcolonial society on the basis 
of their representations by various textual and visual manifestations of the 
only sign – the letter «ї», which has become the symbol of the Ukrainian lan-
guage and the marker of its uniqueness. Since there is no such letter in other 
Slavic alphabets, it has become a character of originality of the Ukrainian 
language. Its presence in the spelling of the emblematic words such as Україна 
‘Ukraine’ and Київ ‘Kyiv’ enhances this symbolism.

Certain aspects of shifts in the language situation and language system 
caused by Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine have already been ana-
lyzed, in particular in some volumes such as “Mova i viina: dynamika 
movnoi systemy i movna polityka” (“Language and War: Dynamics of the 
Language System and Language Politics”) (Azhniuk, 2024), “Contested 
Language Diversity in Wartime Ukraine: National Minorities, Language 
Biographies, and Linguistic Landscape” (Kiss & Wingender, 2025), and 
“Languages and Cultures in Times of War” (Shumytska & Krouglov, 2025). 
The authors of these and other papers have noted in passing the symbolism 
of the letter “ї” generally (Kosmeda, 2020, pp. 15–17) and, in particular, the 
symbolic meaning of letters in this war (Ruda, 2025, pp. 43–44). Particular 
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attention is given to the letter “ї” in N.  Gergało-Dąbek’s paper (Gergało-
Dąbek, 2023). The scholar describes examples of textual and visual repre-
sentations of this letter as an “epitome of Ukrainian identity”, provides some 
cases of its use in naming practices, and outlines its employment as a symbol 
of resistance in occupied Ukrainian cities. Although the ideological function 
of this letter, which has changed during the armed aggression of the Russian 
Federation, makes a case for the requirement of a holistic analysis with a 
retrospective approach. 

An equally important mission of this article is to demonstrate the applica-
bility of certain concepts developed to explain social processes in so-called 
traditional colonies to analyze the past and present of Ukraine. This fact will 
become one more argument in favor of the universality of the postcolonial and 
decolonial perspectives for studying the practices of establishing and preserv-
ing the dominance of one state formation over another, and the consequences 
of this dominance.

In the second section, the research methodology is characterized, based 
mainly on the theoretical principles of postcolonial studies, language ideology, 
and historical discourse analysis. In particular, comprehension of such con-
cepts as colonial thinking, anticolonial thinking, postcolonial state, and de-
colonization is provided with regard to their specific application in the Ukrai-
nian context. The third section describes the sources of empirical material and 
the process of its selection. The fourth section outlines symbolic meanings of 
the letter “ї” in the late Soviet period, serving as a background for analysis. In 
the fifth section, the language ideologies represented by the textual and visual 
manifestations of the letter “ї” till February 24, 2022 are analyzed, and in the 
sixth section, its new symbolic meanings and ideological functions are ad-
dressed, which can be observed after February 24, 2022. The seventh section 
summarizes the shifts in the language ideologies of Ukrainians that have taken 
place after Russia’s full-scale invasion and highlights those changes that tes-
tify to the overcoming of colonial structures of thinking. 

2. Methodological framework

A mixed methods approach based on theoretical issues of several interdis-
ciplinary fields is employed in this research. The main focus is on postcolonial 
studies, language ideology, and critical discourse analysis. The analysis of the 
language ideologies of the Ukrainian society is conducted through the lens of 
postcolonial and decolonial theories; therefore, it is important to outline the 
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application of its key concepts. This study employs the statement about the 
persistence of colonialism, i.e., different forms of control and domination of 
one state over another, even after formal liberation from political dependence, 
as a starting point for the research. It uses the framework of scholars elaborat-
ing on the concept of ‘coloniality’, the main feature of which is self-under-
standing within the dichotomy ‘colonizer–colonized’ (Mignolo, 2005; Gros-
foguel, 2006; Quijano, 2007). Summarizing the features of coloniality pro-
vided in these papers, O. Kotliar outlines its three dimensions: “a) as a space 
that has been politically hierarchical, preserving and reproducing colonial 
structures; b) as a state of those who, despite decolonisation in political and 
legal spheres, remained in the space, built and equipped by the coloniser, 
where the colonial model continues to (self-reproduce; c) as a new form of 
interaction between the coloniser and the colonised outside of colonial struc-
tures” (Kotliar, n.d.). 

One of the main concepts employed by scholars to describe manifesta-
tions of coloniality in the contemporary world is colonial thinking. There are 
two conceptions of this phenomenon developed in two different fields of 
research. W. Mignolo considers this occurrence in the social dimension as a 
modern epistemological system that qualifies all non-European knowledge 
and non-European cultures as inferior or insignificant, and he uses the term 
“colonial thinking” (Mignolo, 2009; Mignolo, 2013). E.J.R. David and 
S. Okazaki, who work with this occurrence in the field of psychology, define 
it as a state of consciousness in which individuals or groups consider their 
identity as secondary in comparison with a former colonizer, and they use 
the term “colonial mentality” (David & Okazaki, 2006a). In examining Fili-
pinos in the United States, scholars identify four stages of colonial mentality: 
the first involves denigration of the Filipino self; the second, denigration of 
Filipino culture or the body; the third, discrimination against less American-
ized Filipinos; and the fourth, the tolerance of both historical and contempo-
rary oppression of Filipinos and Filipino Americans (David & Okazaki, 
2006b). Applying this concept to the Ukrainian historical experience, it 
seems to be appropriate to interpret it as an inherited by the Ukrainian soci-
ety way of self-identification and self-assessment within the frame of the 
semantic opposition “Russia – Ukraine” where the former component em-
braces such associations as “great”, “progressive”, “prestige”, and the latter 
one is “little”, “inferior”, “provincial” Being in this cognitive frame leads to 
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admiring Russian culture as a standard  1, thus a view of oneself from the 
colonizer’s perspective proceeds to reproduce the inferiority complex in 
each subsequent generation 2. Also, the term “colonial thinking” seems to be 
more appropriate in researching language ideologies, as it is considered a 
process of forming ideas, perceptions, judgments, and beliefs about oneself 
and the world.

Profound analysis of Ukraine’s experience after declaring independence in 
1991 entails incorporating the concepts anticolonial, postcolonial, and decolo-
nial that construct different terms combined with various nouns. Most often, 
these terms are used to define different historical periods or different modes of 
thinking (Pavlyshyn, 1997; Shkandrij & Kravchenko, n.d.). It is worth empha-
sizing some interpretative issues in the context of the current research.

Firstly, this concerns anticolonial thinking, which means resistance to im-
perial governance, denying the scale of values established by the colonizer, 
and the intellectual and cultural opposition (Pavlyshyn, 1997, pp. 226–227; 
Shkandrii, 2023; Kassymbekova & Chokobaeva, 2023). An important feature 
of anticolonial thinking is that it maintains its holder within the dichotomy 
“colonizer–colonized”, since it uses an upside-down assessment scale as a tool 
to counter imperial narratives. In particular, in the Ukrainian context, anticolo-
nial discursive practices imply the celebration of individuals, events, and arti-
facts that deny the inferiority of the Ukrainian culture and were marginalized 
or erased by Soviet governance (Pavlyshyn, 1997, p. 226). The constant efforts 
to emphasize the superiority of Ukrainian culture and the antiquity of Ukrai-
nian history, which sometimes leads to hyperbolization and the construction of 
new national myths, can also be added to these practices. 

Secondly, it is worth noting the interpretative and methodological diversity 
of the term “postcolonial”. Latin American scholars reject the concept of 

1	 A special study is required on the tendency to label Ukrainian artists by combining 
the adjective “Ukrainian” with the surname of a prominent Russian figure, for example: 
Ivan Franko as the “Ukrainian Dostoevsky” (see: https://www.ceeol.com/search/article-de-
tail?id=747385), Ihor Pavliuk as the “Ukrainian Lermontov” (see: https://zolotapektoral.
te.ua/спогади-про-українського-поета-ігоря/).

Also noteworthy in this context is the title of the book by Leonid Kuchma, President of 
Ukraine from 1994 to 2005 — “Ukraine Is Not Russia” (2003) — primarily addressed to an 
international audience.

2	 Inferiority complex of Ukrainians have been described with the term “malorosiyst-
vo” (‘little Russianism’) (Malaniuk, 1959; Lysiak-Rudnytskyi, 2019; Solchanyk, 1992; 
Riabchuk, 2000, pp. 194–219).

https://www.ceeol.com/search/article-detail?id=747385
https://www.ceeol.com/search/article-detail?id=747385
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“postcolonial thinking” as they consider postcolonial studies a product of 
Western academia (Mignolo, 2007) and argue that its focus is on historical 
colonialism. In contrast, they develop decolonial theory and elaborate on the 
concept of “decolonial thinking”. However, these two concepts seem to be 
applied to one theoretical framework. As an attribute lexeme “postcolonial” 
indeed describes better a historical period rather a mode of thinking. At the 
same time, it does not seem to be a period of decolonization, but rather prepa-
ration for or transition to it. Also, it is hard to accept the statement that “post-
colonial” means precisely “departure” from such oppositions as “center–pe-
ripheries”, “empire–colony”, “high culture–low culture” (see Skandrij & 
Kravchenko, n.d. approach). More convincing, however, seems to be the ob-
servation of M.  Mellino who argues: “The postcolonial could therefore be 
considered as a political expression aimed at describing tensions and conflicts 
of an ongoing “long transition,” of a contradictory phase characterized by a 
past that does not pass and a future that has not yet arrived” (Mellino, 2018, 
p. 13). On the other hand, it cannot be denied that this term embraces: a critical 
understanding of colonialism, in particular how colonialism shapes culture, 
beliefs, power hierarchies, etc.; analysis of its consequences (Pavlyshyn, 
2023); and “revisions and recombinations of narratives rooted in the traumatic 
colonial past” (Biedarieva, n.d.). Taking it into consideration, as well as the 
Ukrainian experience, we distinguish two uses and understandings of the term 
“postcolonial”:
1)	 Postcolonial period – a period that begins with the moment of formal lib-

eration and is marked by ambivalence, which consists of the co-existence 
of colonial and anticolonial thinking structures, inherited imperial and re-
stored or newly constructed national narratives, seeking for or restoration 
of national identity, and attempting to depart from the borders of the op-
position “colonizer–colonized” In the present study, the concept of “social 
ambivalence” is employed, which in general is defined as “the simultane-
ous orientation of individuals toward incompatible, mutually exclusive 
values and preferences” (Riabchuk, 2019, p. 152);

2)	 Postcolonial analysis – the process of reflecting on the consequences of 
colonialism, estimating their influence on the present by revealing colonial 
practices, ideas, narratives, and structures of thought that have still been 
preserved.
And finally, overcoming the aforementioned ambivalence, conscious rejec-

tion of colonial thinking structures, which entails a departure from the dichot-
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omy “colonizer–colonized” in self-awareness and self-presentation, can be 
defined with the notion “decolonization”. This departure means a refusal to 
orient oneself towards the former metropole and to contend with it, and as a 
result, abolish the inferiority complex. Accordingly, it seems to be logical to 
understand “decolonial” both as a practice of overcoming postcolonial am-
bivalence and a mode of thinking. In a global context, W. Mignolo argues that 
“the task of de-colonial thinking and the enactment of the de-colonial option 
in the 21st century starts from epistemic de-linking: from acts of epistemic 
disobedience” (Mignolo, 2009, p. 15). In the context of the Ukrainian experi-
ence, decolonial thinking can be defined as a way of producing ideas, forming 
assessments and beliefs, constructing identity, and self-presentation, which is 
not based on the semantic opposition ‘Russia–Ukraine’, and is free of the in-
feriority complex and imperial narratives. 

Researching of language ideologies of former colonized societies became 
one of the central fields in postcolonial linguistics. For they clearly reflect how 
political factors, social hierarchies, and cultural prejudices influence commu-
nity beliefs and perceptions about development/ backwardness, correctness/ 
incorrectness, prestige/ insignificance, purity/ clutter etc. of their languages. 
The term “linguistic ideology” is used in the meaning of “this collective order, 
that is, the beliefs and attitudes that shape speakers’ relationships to their own 
and others’ languages, mediating between the social practice of language and 
the socioeconomic and political structures within which it occurs (Cavanaugh, 
2020, p. 52). This study utilizes P.L. Garvin’s theoretical framework, which 
identifies four types of language attitudes—language loyalty, pride, desire to 
participate, and norm awareness (Garvin, 1993, pp. 47–48). The scholar fur-
ther differentiates between pragmatic loyalty, characterized by a relatively 
detached belief in the superiority of one’s language, and emotional loyalty, 
referred to as the “national-treasure” attitude. This latter attitude reflects a 
deeply affectionate connection with one’s mother tongue and its standard vari-
ant, regarded as a vital and cherished component of national heritage (Garvin, 
1993, p. 49). Studying language ideologies and language behavior of Ukraini-
ans shows that the “national-treasure” attitude prevails in the society (Yavor-
ska, 2010; Kulyk, 2007; Riabchuk, 2019, p. 145), and that fact may be con-
nected to their traumatic colonial experience. To cover all possible manifesta-
tions of language ideologies, according to K.  Woolard, the concept of 
‘representation of language ideology’ has been used. She notes, “Language 
ideologies occur not only as mental constructs and in verbalizations but also in 
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embodied practices and dispositions and in material phenomena such as visual 
representations” (Woolard, 2020, p. 2).

As for the commonly applied critical discourse analysis approach to the 
methodology of postcolonial linguistics and to analysing language ideologies, 
it seems to be appropriate to employ it in the present study. In particular, taking 
into account the peculiarities of the empirical material, the author adapts 
R. Wodak’s methodology of the discourse-historical approach directed at ana-
lysing changes in discursive practices over a certain period (Wodak, 2009). 
Applying the discourse-historical approach to the study of changes in language 
ideologies and pointing at the specifics of their representation, it is relevant to 
mention generally the interaction between ideology and discourse formulated 
by M. Riabchuk: “Ideology is, first and foremost, a thing that is spoken about; 
discourse is how it is spoken, with what means, in what connection with the 
other narratives; discourse is also a particular perspective, selection of mate-
rial, emphasis and hedging, omission; it is finally not only texts, but also vari-
ous other forms of symbolic representation – from monuments to postage 
stamps, from military parades and national holidays to pictures in school text-
books” (Riabchuk, 2019, p. 57). Accordingly, in order to achieve the goal of 
the present study, discourse analysis entails revising texts, objects of linguistic 
landscape, curricula, visual content, etc., to reveal convictions and beliefs 
about language shaped under the influence of colonial policy and convictions 
and beliefs about language that testify to the liberation from colonial thinking 
structures. 

Given the diversity of the collected material, some statements from other 
linguistic fields are employed in addition to the aforementioned research tools, 
namely:
●	 Graphic linguistics (as a comprehensive research field of written symbols). 

This field is based on the assertion that graphemes, besides their traditional 
function (to encode sounds in writing), can develop into independent lex-
emes and express a certain meanings, and in some cases, embody prag-
matic functions in certain discourses (Kosmeda & Sobol, 2018, p. 65). As 
for the letter “ї”, it not only “undergoes semanticization and pragmatiza-
tion, functioning as a productive mechanism for the formation of a system 
of nomens” (Kosmeda, 2020, pp. 16–17), but also, as this study shows, 
represents language ideologies.

●	 Linguistic landscape. The present study applies a wide interpretation of the 
concept “Linguistic landscape”, according to which it is not limited by 
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“wall signs”, but “embraces the whole public space” (Shohamy & Waks-
man, 2009). B. Azhniuk argues for the hierarchical frame of this concept 
and divides it into the so-called core and the peripheral zone. In particular, 
he considers objects listed in Landry & Bourhis’s definition of the linguis-
tic landscape (Landry & Bourhis, 1997) as a core manifestation. B. Azh-
niuk treats the other objects of public space that contain text messages, 
such as outfits and tattoos on visible parts of the body, as the peripheral 
zone, or micro-landscape. This approach is caused by the fact that they are 
also broadcasters of socially important messages for a wide audience 
(Azniuk, 2024, pp. 91–93).

●	 Geosemiotics. R. Scollon and S.W. Scollon’s (2003) model of geosemiot-
ics offers an effective way of analysing visual manifestations of the letter 
“ї” in the linguistic landscape and social media. As R. Scollon and S.W. 
Scollon state, geosemiotics is “the study of the social meaning of the mate-
rial placement of signs and discourses and of our actions in the material 
world” (Scollon & Scollon, 2003, p. 2). The framework of this approach 
brings 3 separate semiotic systems together: interactional order (analysis of 
target audience of the object of the linguistic landscape), visual semiotics 
(visual elements of the sign and means of its representation – font, colour, 
size etc.), and place semiotics (language code preference, especially in 
signs that use multiple codes, and locations where a sign is physically 
placed). In other words, geosemiotic analysis provides findings of how vi-
sual design, material, location, and social context of the sign determine its 
symbolic and ideological value.

3. Data collecting

As already mentioned, the empirical basis of the present research is a cor-
pus of secondary textual and visual manifestations of the letter “ї” collected 
from various sources. The main selection criteria are accessibility and broad 
public awareness of the unit, i.e., its presence within the public real or virtual 
space. The sources for compiling this corpus include:
1)	 covers of Ukrainian language textbooks published from the late 1980s to 

the present, and popular social magazines targeted at the whole of Ukraine.
2)	 texts related to the letter “ї” that have become well-known or even a source 

of allusions in another textual or visual content.
3)	 platforms for e-learning that offer the Ukrainian language courses, such as: 

EdEra (https://ed-era.com/courses/); E-mova (Є-мова, https://emova.org.

https://ed-era.com/courses/
https://emova.org.ua/courses/
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ua/courses/); Mova – DNK natsiyi (Мова – ДНК нації, https://ukr-mova.
in.ua); Yedyni (Єдині, https://yedyni.org).

4)	 publications in central mass media, in particular “Ukrainska Pravda”, 
“UNIAN”, about events dedicated to Day of Ukrainian Writing and Lan-
guage (November 9, October 27 from 2023  3) and International Mother 
Language Day (February 21), as well as posts about this, which were 
wildly on Facebook.

5)	 Facebook posts published between 2010 4 and 2025 by communities that 
pose themselves as language activists, namely: Chysta mova (Чиста мова 
‘Pure Language’, https://www.facebook.com/chystamova), Ukrayins’ka 
mova (Українська мова ‘the Ukrainian Language’, https://www.facebook.
com/profile.php?id=100064482052811), Davay zaymemsia textom (Давай 
займемось текстом ‘Let’s make text’, https://www.facebook.com/make-
texts), Mova (https://www.facebook.com/mova.ukr), Portal movnoyi poli-
tyky (Портал мовної політики ‘Language Policy Portal’, https://www.
facebook.com/language.policy), Ukrainer (https://www.facebook.com/
ukrainernet), Perehod’ na ukrayins’ku (Переходь на українську ‘Switch 
to Ukrainian’, https://www.facebook.com/perehodnamovu), Ukrayino-
movnyy Kyiv (Україномовний Київ ‘Ukrainian-speaking Kyiv’, https://
www.facebook.com/groups/ukyiv), #ukrayins’koyu (#українською ‘#in-
Ukrainian’, https://www.facebook.com/groups/ukrainskoiu), Valentnist’ 
(Валентність ‘Valence’, https://www.facebook.com/valency.rethink), 
Navchay ukrayins’koyu (Навчай українською ‘Teach in Ukrainian’ 
https://www.facebook.com/teach.in.ukrainian); Shchebetarnia 
(Щебетарня ‘Twittering’, https://www.facebook.com/shchebetarnya), 
Bezkoshtovni kursy ukrayins’koyi movy (Безкоштовні курси української 
мови ‘Free Ukrainian language Courses’, https://www.facebook.com/Mo-
vaKursy), B’yurko-Mov’yurko (Б’юрко-мов’юрко ‘Language Bureau’, 
https://www.facebook.com/BurkoMovurko/photos), etc.

6)	 Since February 2022, posters by artists who actively respond to military 
and cultural events, in particular Nikita Titov (https://www.facebook.com/
nikitavltitov) and Oleksandr Grekov (https://www.facebook.com/aleksan-
drgrekhov), have been added separately.

3	 In 2023, following the adoption of a new ecclesiastical calendar that shifted fixed 
feasts by 13 days, the date of the Day of Ukrainian Writing and Language was changed by 
Presidential Decree No. 455/2023 from 9 November to 27 October.

4	 The year in which the article’s author registered on this social media platform.

https://emova.org.ua/courses/
https://yedyni.org
https://www.facebook.com/chystamova
https://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=100064482052811
https://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=100064482052811
https://www.facebook.com/maketexts
https://www.facebook.com/maketexts
https://www.facebook.com/mova.ukr
https://www.facebook.com/language.policy
https://www.facebook.com/language.policy
https://www.facebook.com/ukrainernet
https://www.facebook.com/ukrainernet
https://www.facebook.com/perehodnamovu
https://www.facebook.com/groups/ukyiv
https://www.facebook.com/groups/ukyiv
https://www.facebook.com/groups/ukrainskoiu
https://www.facebook.com/valency.rethink
https://www.facebook.com/teach.in.ukrainian
https://www.facebook.com/shchebetarnya
https://www.facebook.com/MovaKursy
https://www.facebook.com/MovaKursy
https://www.facebook.com/BurkoMovurko/photos
https://www.facebook.com/nikitavltitov
https://www.facebook.com/nikitavltitov
https://www.facebook.com/aleksandrgrekhov
https://www.facebook.com/aleksandrgrekhov
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7)	 since Ukrainian clothing producers began to use the letter “ї” other slogans 
of Ukrainian resistance, and popular posters by artists in prints on T-shirts, 
sweatshirts, and souvenir items, these goods are included in the corpus; 
they were collected in the Google search engine using search queries ‘fut-
bolka ї kupyty/ buy ї T-shirt’ (футболка ї купити) та ‘futbolky z patrio-
tychnymy pryntamy/ T-shirts with patriotic prints’ (футболки з 
патріотичними принтами).

4. Symbolic meanings of the letter “ї” in the late Soviet Period

Some ideological connotations of the letter “ї” could be observed even in 
the late Soviet period. First, this letter, together with the other ones that are 
absent from the Russian alphabet «і» and «є», was depicted on the cover of 
the Ukrainian language school textbooks, or, according to those titles, text-
books on the native language. On the one hand, such visual design provided 
to the letter “ї” a meaning of a symbol of the Ukrainian language, an attri-
bute of its recognition and, on the other hand, served as an argument for 
Soviet narratives about “extreme closeness of the fraternal languages” that 
differ by only few of letters. Taking into consideration the total domination 
of the Russian language in all spheres of social life and in education, in 
particular, using this letter as a symbol of the Ukrainian language did not so 
much underline its uniqueness but labelled its nominal representation on the 
imperial linguistic map.

Secondly, in this period, appearance of one more symbolic meaning of the 
letter “ї”– verbalization of resistance can be observed. In the late 1980s, Lviv 
scholars, writers, and cultural activists launched “Independent Cultural Maga-
zine «Ї»”, whose aim was to publish reflections about Ukrainian history and 
culture, vectors of its development, human rights, civil society, inter-ethnic 
relations, etc. Until 1995, issues had been made by photocopying in Vilnius, 
transferred to Lviv, stapled, and spread. One of the founders and editor-in-
chief of the magazine Taras Vozniak mentions:

…decided to call it with one, but a very Ukrainian letter “Ї”. It is the testimony of 
our uniqueness and at the same time the promise to dot the i’s and  cross  
the t’s – “ї” (https://blogs.pravda.com.ua/authors/voznyak/67643f7605fdd/  
accessed 20.05.2025)
What is remarkable in this case, is that the letter “ї” is a kind of complex 

embodiment of Ukrainian identity and resistance to the Soviet system at the 
same time. This combination could be attributed to the metaphor of the status 

https://blogs.pravda.com.ua/authors/voznyak/67643f7605fdd/
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of the colonized, for whom the choice of their own identity is equal to the 
confrontation with the empire that is trying to erase this identity.

In summary, these outcomes show that the ideological meaning of the letter 
“ї” that was shaped in the late Soviet period, on the one hand, was related to 
the official discourse as a representation of the exotism of the colonized that 
empires tolerate. And, on the other hand, having gained the connotation of 
resistance, it denoted the coming out of hiding for counter-discourse (antico-
lonial discourse).

5. The letter “ї” as a representation of language ideologies  
from 1991 to 2022: postcolonial ambivalence

After Ukraine proclaimed its independence, the necessity to resist the So-
viet system/ colonial authorities formally disappeared. De jure, the secondary 
status of the Ukrainian language disappeared as well, but de facto, it is still 
maintained due to the fact that Russian has been dominant in most spheres of 
social life and has preserved the prestige status as a metropolitan language for 
quite a long time. The Ukrainian language starts to compete with Russian for 
communicative space and prestige. This fact might be a reason that, between 
the two mentioned above symbolic functions of the letter «ї», the first one 
began to spread and deepen and the second fell into decline: this graphic sign 
anchored as a symbol of the Ukrainian language and quit to be associated with 
resistance. Here are just a few examples: 1) in 2007-2008, the non-govern-
mental organization “Don’t be Indifferent!” used this letter on the cover of 
their brochure, for the all-Ukrainian project “Switch to Ukrainian!” (https://
readymag.website/kis/nbb/ accessed 20.05.2025); 2) the community and orga-
nization Ukraїner, who positions themselves as a media forum with “unique 
stories, video and photo content about Ukrainian historical regions as well as 
about Ukrainian context abroad”, rendered its name in Latin letters but incor-
porated the letter “ї” in it (https://www.ukrainer.net/expedition/ accessed 
20.05.2025); 3) the community Ukrayinomovnyy Kyiv ‘Ukrainian-speaking 
Kyiv’ combined in its logo letters «К» and “ї” (https://www.facebook.com/
groups/ukyiv accessed 20.05.2025).

Experts in political studies, analysing the results of sociological surveys, have 
already emphasized the ambivalence of the language situation and language 
policy in Ukraine after 1991. Perhaps before 2022, the greatest paradoxes consist 
in the fact that: 1) a significant percentage of Ukrainians who consider Ukrainian 
their native language used Russian in everyday communication; 2) the percentage 

https://readymag.website/kis/nbb/
https://readymag.website/kis/nbb/
https://www.ukrainer.net/expedition/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/ukyiv
https://www.facebook.com/groups/ukyiv
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of people who wanted to make a wider use of Ukrainian substantially exceeded 
the percentage of those who wanted to limit the use of Russian; 3)  and con-
versely – more respondents supported the expansion of Russian than the restric-
tion Ukrainian (Kulyk, 2008; Riabchuk, 2019, pp. 147–150). These results lead 
to the conclusion about certain language ideologies, in particular about prevailing 
language attitudes as a national symbol, rather than a tool of everyday usage 
(Riabchuk, 2019, p. 157). Textual and visual manifestations of the letter “ї” from 
1991 to February 2022 reflect an ambiguous attitude of the Ukrainian society to-
wards the Ukrainian language. The language ideologies represented by this 
grapheme can be defined, on the one hand, as admiring the uniqueness of the 
Ukrainian language, pride, national-treasure attitude, sacralization, and, on the 
other hand, as a conviction about its weakness and endangerment.

Some of these language ideologies (uniqueness, pride, national-treasure at-
titude) may indicate the orientation of the liberated society to the promotion of 
their native culture, and the construction of identity based on national peculiari-
ties. At the same time, the justification of the uniqueness of the Ukrainian lan-
guage is based on the comparison with Russian, and a national-treasure attitude 
and sacralization seem to embody the offset of its inherent secondary state and 
non-prestige in the communication space. These elements generally align with 
the perspective of anticolonial thinking. At the same time, the metaphor of trea-
sure and sacralization expresses the idea of its preservation, which can be inter-
preted as a protection from the influence, i.e., its “sealing” in the current state. 
This contradicts the idea of language development and, consequently, the idea of 
the possibility to satisfy all communicative needs of speakers, and that fact fa-
cilitates the Soviet narrative about the inferiority of the Ukrainian language and 
the limitation of its functions to domestic life, folklore, and fiction. In other 
words, the same language ideologies seem to reflect colonial thinking structures 
as well. The popularity of the language ideologies of weakness and endanger-
ment, on the one hand, can be explained as a legacy of colonialism, but on the 
other hand, their continuity was encouraged by the real dominance of the Rus-
sian language in the public space even after 1991. These ideologies broadcast the 
narrative of preservation of the Ukrainian language, but not using and enhancing 
it, thus contributing to the preservation of the current situation.

Aforementioned Ivan Malkovych’s poem “The Village Teacher’s Encour-
agement” 5 (1997), which is famous for its title “The little candle of the letter 
«Ї»”, played a remarkable part in reinforcing and sharing these language atti-

5	 In Mark Andryczyk’s translation, the title reads “The Village Teacher’s Lesson”.
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tudes. The image of the little candle that embodies the letter “ї” anchors asso-
ciations of the Ukrainian language with fragility, vulnerability, and sacredness. 
The range of tender light of the ї-candle is not large, even a child needs to 
defend it with their tiny palms to keep it burning. The strophe about the little 
candle of the letter «ї», as the whole poem in general, creates the impression 
of weakness and endangerment of the Ukrainian language. Language means 
are used for the verbalization of the image, in particular words such as svi-
chechka ‘little candle’, dolonky ‘tiny palms’ that contain the diminutive suf-
fixes make this association stronger. In this way, the image of “ї”as a tiny 
candle broadcasts the narrative of the necessity to defend the Ukrainian lan-
guage as a condition of its maintenance.

This may not be the most essential of thing,
but you, o child,
you are called upon to defend with your tiny palms
the fragile little candle of the letter “ї”,

and also,
stretched out on your tiptoes,
to protect the small crescent moon
of the letter “Є”,
which was carved out of the sky
along with a tiny bit of thread.

Because they say, o child,
that our language is like a nightingale’s song.

And they are right.

But remember,
that one day
the time may come,
when our language
will not be remembered
by even the smallest of nightingales.

That is why you cannot depend
only on nightingales
child 6.

6	 Translated by Mark Andryczyk. The White Chalk of Days: The Contemporary 
Ukrainian Literature Series Anthology, edited by Mark Andryczyk, Boston 2017, p. 230.
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The same language ideologies can be observed in the linguistic landscape 
of Ukraine, in particular, art objects in the form of the letter «ї». In 2013, in 
Rivne, in honour of International Mother Language Day (February 21), the 
highest shape of this letter was erected (Fig. 1). This sculpture was included in 
the “Book of Records of Ukraine”. In 2021, in Lanivtsi of the Ternopil region, 
in honour of the Day of Ukrainian Writing and Language (November 9), 
a metal monument of the letter “ї” was installed (Fig. 2). It is an indicative fact 
that this art installation titled “The Ukrainian Language is Unique” was built 
in the town centre in the place of the former monument to “The first Komso-
mol members”, which was dismantled after the Law on Decommunization 
(adopted in 2015).

 
Figure 1.

https://www.volynpost.com/news/11593-rekordnu-bukvu-i-postavyly-u-rivnomu-foto

Figure 2.
https://lb.ua/culture/2021/11/10/498278_pamyatnik_literi_i_vstanovili.html
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These embodiments of the letter “ї” in the linguistic landscape indicate 
some ambiguity. On the one hand, such actions could be interpreted as the 
manifestation of the anticolonial way of thinking, since the search for unique 
features of their own culture, exalting it to the level of the national treasure, is 
inherent to societies just liberated from colonial dependence as a result of co-
lonial trauma caused by imperial assimilation and appropriation practices. On 
the other hand, a monument is an architectural construction that is installed in 
memory of a certain person who has already died or an event that has already 
taken place. In other words, any monument, regardless of whether it com-
memorates grief or celebrates an important event, conveys the concept of the 
past. Monuments that commemorate tragic events also embody the concepts 
of sorrow, loss, and death. Taking it into consideration, monuments to the let-
ter “ї” can be interpreted as broadcasting the idea of the past of the Ukrainian 
language and the pride of this past. In particular, the practice of laying flowers 
(see Fig. 2), which is perhaps caused by the erasure of its essence in collective 
consciousness, reinforces the motif of longing for the past and also gives these 
monuments the symbolism of loss. The most controversial aspect of this fact 
is that there are no more official restrictions for using Ukrainian; it is an official 
language with all accompanying privileges. And in this context, the monu-
ments to the letter “ї” broadcast the narrative about Ukrainian as an endan-
gered, dead, or non-existent language that was cultivated during centuries by 
the Russian Empire in an explicit way and then by the Soviet Union in an im-
plicit way. At first glance, these artworks attest a respectful attitude to the 
language, but also represent its reception through the colonizer’s lens, so they 
demonstrate the coloniality of thinking. In addition, they anchor the ideology 
of endangerment in the mind of Ukrainians.

Of interest here is the project «Ї-map». In August 2016, Volodymyr Na-
konechnyi created a Facebook community “Ukrainian-speaking Kyiv” to 
unite those Kyiv citizens who are concerned about language assertion and to 
counteract the russification of the capital’s public discourse environment in a 
more organized manner. The statement about “priority of projects, initiatives, 
publications, etc., aimed not so much at the defence of the (weak) language, as 
at the assertion of the (strong) language” (https://ukyiv.site/spilnota/ ac-
cessed 20.05.2025) was declared as one of the values of the community. In 
2021, the community came up with the idea to create an interactive platform 
“The Map of Ukrainian-Speaking Kyiv”, whose aim was to mark all Kyivan 
establishments whose owners support the official position to use the Ukrainian 

https://ukyiv.site/spilnota/
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language only in customer service. After “Untypical Marketing Agency “Mar-
keternia” joined this project, it broadened to creating a global worldwide ser-
vice with the title «Ї-map». In such a way, the target audience of the project 
became wider, including the Ukrainian diaspora. The purpose of the map is 
worded in a list of points, the first one being quite illustrative:

Every Ukrainian-speaking citizen of any Ukrainian city can always find a place to 
enter without a risk of language discrimination (bold font – author) (https://
marketernia.agency/sotsium/i-mapa/ accessed 20.05.2025).

That is, in spite of the community’s declaring priorities (assertion of the 
strong language), its product (project «Ї-map») broadcasts the idea of weak-
ness and endangerment of the Ukrainian language and recognition of the 
dominant status of the former metropole language. 

This idea of endangerment facilitates the manipulative potential of the let-
ter «ї». For instance, in 2020, the publishing house “Portal” published the 
children’s book “Ї. Special letter” written by Oksana Lushchevska. The ab-
stract from the book goes

The words “Ukraїna ‘Ukraine’” and “Kyїv ‘Kyiv’” are impossible without this 
letter. It is so special that it was under threat of being excluded from many words. 
The history of the letter Ї is the history of the Ukrainian language (Lushchevska, 
2020).

The two final pages deal with the “interesting facts about the letter Ї”, two 
of which attract attention:

1) 1930s. The Soviet government that fought with every Ukrainian issue wanted to 
make the Ukrainian language closer to Russian. The letter Ї was eliminated from 
many words, for example Eneїda.
2) 1990s. The new edition of the Ukrainian Spelling Codex was adopted, and the 
inherent Ukrainian letters were returned to usage.

These passages make an impression of the ban on the letter «ї», that could 
hardly reflect the reality. Indeed, according to the first common for all Ukrai-
nians, the Ukrainian Spelling Codex of 1929, «i» after vowels in borrowings 
should be replaced with «ї», for instance: Енеїда, егоїст, архаїзм (Ukrainskyі 
pravopys, 1929, p. 67). As is known, in 1933, this Spelling Codex was pro-
claimed as “bourgeois-nationalist” and was banned, instead, the new Spelling 
Codex was adopted. In the Ukrainian Spelling Codex of 1929, the aforemen-
tioned rule had been changed: «i» after vowels in borrowings should be repre-

https://marketernia.agency/sotsium/i-mapa/
https://marketernia.agency/sotsium/i-mapa/
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sented with «i», for instance: Енеіда, егоізм, архаічний (Ukrainskyі pravo-
pys, 1933, p. 62). But in the 1945-edition of the same Codex, the rule of 1929 
was reestablished (Ukrainskyі pravopys, 1945, p. 105). As for the edition of 
1990, it returned to the Ukrainian alphabet the letter «ґ», which was com-
pletely removed in 1933.

The case with the analysed book could exemplify M. Riabchuk’s state-
ment, that the liberated captive demonizes the Horde (Riabchuk, 2011, 
pp. 194–195). It is difficult to judge the author’s aim or motives, but the result 
of such rather manipulative statements is treating the narrative about harass-
ment, abuse, and long suffering of the Ukrainian language, in other words, the 
narrative of failure. In addition, such juggling with facts might levy studies on 
the colonial policy of the Bolsheviks in the cultural sphere and devaluate 
pieces of evidence of the real practices concerning artificial remaking norms 
of the Ukrainian language in accordance with the norms of Russian.

The colonial ways of thinking can also be observed in the memes based on 
the letter “ї” that had been shared on social media until 2022. One of the most 
popular is a combination of the picture of this letter in the centre of a warning 
road sign and the phrase “Caution. The Ukrainian language” (Fig. 3). Taking 
into consideration that the purpose of the warning road signs is to inform driv-
ers about a dangerous road section and make them be ready to use additional 
safety measures this meme could be interpreted as an ironic warning for speak-
ers to be ready to take extra efforts while communicating. On the one hand, 
this visual image ironizes the fact that communication in Ukrainian is some-
thing extraordinary for some citizens and requires additional attention and ef-
fort. But on the other hand, it also reflects the echoes of the Soviet narrative 
about the unnaturalness of the Ukrainian language in the public sphere. 

Figure 3. https://prikol.i.ua/view/476124/
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Figure 4. https://uamodna.com/articles/pogovorymo-ale-e-odna-umova/

One more remarkable case of the representation of language ideologies till 
2022 is phrases like “Ukrainian is sexy”, “Ukrainian is tempting”, where the 
letter “ї” is drawn as a woman’s silhouette, two dots of which symbolize the 
female breast (Fig. 4). This visualization seem to be an indication of the view 
on oneself through the lens of colonizer as it reflects typical colonial practice 
to feminize colonized nation, often resorting to portraying the country as an 
attractive woman (Thompson, p.  64; Shkandrii, 2023, p.  155). This image 
might also be influenced by the Soviet propaganda posters about the “friend-
ship of nations”, on which Ukraine was portrayed as a woman, and by impe-
rial and Soviet stereotypes about “pretty khokhlushkas” 7.

Language ideologies of the femininity and sexuality of the Ukrainian lan-
guage, as well as ideologies of the sanctity and endangerment, were also rep-
resented in the linguistic landscape of Ukraine. In particular, in 2016, the de-
signer Sviatoslav Kobzenko created a clothes collection “Your language” for 
the brand «Fashion AID». The collection consisted of 5 T-shirts with a print in 
the centre of which includes a big letter or letter combination and one of the 
phrases: «Є – it’s sensual, your language», «ЙО – it’s fashion, your language», 
«Ї – it’s unique, your language», «ЬО – it’s soft, your language», «Ґ – it’s 
blasting, your language». Fashion AID is a social brand that helps HIV-positive 
children. It positions itself as “stylish and explicit,” which “is not shy thinking 
and talking about sex” (https://fashion-aid.in.ua/contact accessed 20.05.2025). 
The title of the news about this event is also telling: ‘A collection of T-shirts 
about the sexuality of the Ukrainian language was presented in honour of the 
Day of Ukrainian Writing and Language’ (https://life.pravda.com.ua/soci-
ety/2016/11/2/219707/ accessed 20.05.2025). There is one interesting detail 
that could also enhance the idea of sexuality of the Ukrainian language: the 
Ukrainian word mova ‘language’ is grammatically a feminine noun. On the 
one hand, the creation of this collection fixes the inherent Ukrainian society’s 

7	 “Khokhlushka” – a derogatory term used mostly by russians to address or talk about 
Ukrainian women and girls.

https://fashion-aid.in.ua/contact
https://life.pravda.com.ua/society/2016/11/2/219707/
https://life.pravda.com.ua/society/2016/11/2/219707/
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belief about femininity and sexuality of the Ukrainian language, and on the 
other hand, it is also a tool of spreading and embedding this language ideology. 
And taking into consideration the traditional association of femininity with 
weakness, this language attitude relates to a certain set “sanctity – endanger-
ment – weakness”. 

However, analysing the choice of the letters and letter combinations for 
these prints, attention should be paid to one more interesting detail, which also 
reveals the coloniality of thinking. «Ї», «є», and «ґ» are letters absent from the 
Russian alphabet, «йо» and «ьо» correspond to the phonetical realization of 
the Russian letter «ё» in different word positions. This choice must be moti-
vated by the author’s aim to emphasize the peculiarities of the Ukrainian lan-
guage, to highlight its uniqueness. But these peculiarities of the Ukrainian 
language have been established as a result of its comparison with Russian. 
This fact evidences the orientation on the language of the empire as a kind of 
standard and, accordingly, the perception of your own language as secondary. 
In such a way, this collection represents still existing in the Ukrainian society 
in that period the tendency to construct its own identity on the ground of com-
parison with Russian culture, that is, the former colonizer, the tendency to 
comprehend itself in the frame of dichotomy “colonizer–colonized”.

Overall, these outcomes indicate that language ideologies represented with 
the letter “ї” during the period of 1991 – 2022, reflect the ambivalence of 
thinking that embraces anticolonial and colonial features simultaneously. On 
the one hand, widespread during this period, language ideologies of unique-
ness, national-treasure attitude, and sacralization were determined to reject 
imperial and Soviet narratives about the inferiority, provincialism, and lack of 
prestige of the Ukrainian language, and on the other hand, were shaped within 
the dichotomy “Russian–Ukrainian”. The ideology of femininity explicitly 
broadcasted a colonial way of thinking, as it indicates a view of oneself from 
the colonizer’s perspective. Also, the preservation of a huge number of mark-
ers of the empire’s presence in the Ukrainian cultural space (primarily, the 
strong position of the Russian language) led to the persistence of ideologies of 
weakness and endangerment.

6. The letter “ї” as a representation of language ideologies after the 
February 2022: anticolonial resistance and decolonization of minds

Since the start of the full-scale invasion, the shifts in language ideologies 
of the Ukrainian society, deconstruction of the outlined above narratives, and 
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shaping of counter-discourse have occurred and are developing quite rapidly. 
The idea of resistance that appeared in the late Soviet period and was erased in 
the first decades after Ukraine proclaimed independence became the prevail-
ing symbolic meaning of the letter «ї». 

The language ideologies of femininity and sacristy fell under deconstruc-
tion first. The ideologies of masculinity and a pragmatic attitude towards the 
language (ability to meet any communicative needs (Garvin, 1993)) have 
taken their places. In the first weeks of the invasion, the post about the letter 
“ї” as a symbol of strength, where it is associated with male reproductive or-
gans, became extremely popular: 

And remember: the Ukrainian language is the only one that has the letter «ї»… 
such as… has two balls. Wishes to the Armed Forces of Ukraine: Fucking hit them! 
Glory to Ukraine! (see Fig. 5)
This image could be predestined by the idiom maty yaytsia ‘to have balls’, 

which means ‘to have courage/ to show bravery’. In a way, it might have also 
been a continuation of the already well-known at that point phrase by a Ukrainian 
border guard “Russian warship, go fuck yourself”, that had become a Ukrainians’ 
slogan of resistance during the first months of the full-scaled invasion. 

One of the manifestations of the ideology of sacralisation of the Ukrai-
nian language was the conviction of Ukrainians that it does not have obscene 
vocabulary, and that all these words are Russian in origin. The common rep-
resentations of this attitude were widespread in the public discourse variants 
of the statement “Swear words make you moskal”. So, active use of obscene 
expressions, in particular the word їbashyty ‘to fucking hit them’ pointing to 
Armed Forces’ of Ukraine actions towards occupants, can be treated as de-
sacralization and inviolability of the Ukrainian language, changing its status 
from the iconography to weapons, that is, changing its function from sym-
bolic to practical.

There are some facts that testify to the anchoring of this tendency. For in-
stance, the online course “Movyty. Motyvy” (“Мовити. Мотиви” ‘To speak. 
Motives’) (https://bit.ly/4lkRXKZ accessed 12.09.2025) was designed as a 
course in Ukrainian for everyday purposes. One more case is an “unconven-
tional” textbook on “modern spoken Ukrainian” that includes an introduction 
to dialect means, obscenities, and contemporary memes and aphorisms. The 
cover of this textbook is illustrated with capital and small letters “ї”(Fig. 6), 
which seem to demonstrate a shift in language ideology of loyalty from a na-
tional-treasure attitude to a pragmatic one.

https://bit.ly/4lkRXKZ
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Later, this letter became a symbol of the resistance movement of the Ukrai-
nian underground in the occupied territories of Kherson and then Mariupol. 
Participants of this movement drew the letter “ї” with chalk in public places or 
stuck posters with this letter up on the buildings where occupants were going 
to conduct so-called referendums. On some of these posters, the letter “ї” 
functions as an euphemism of the word ‘fuck’, for instance: “Russian war-
referendum, go Ї yourself” (Fig. 7). The leader of the Kherson resistance 
movement explains the choice of this symbol like this:

…in summer, we decided to draw the letter «Р» 8 on the buildings where 
they were preparing pseudo-referendums. But the colleague from the com-
munication agency suggested thinking of something unique. «Ґ»? «Є»? It 
would be funny. But the letter “ї” as a new symbol of resistance won every-
body’s preferences. Then the movement “Mariupol is acting” accepted this 
letter as their symbol as well (https://www.the-village.com.ua/village/city/
city-experience/333237-zhovta-strichka-ta-litera-yi-interv-yu-z-koordinato-
rom-ruhu-oporu-v-hersoni accessed 10.05.2025). 

Figure 5.

8	 “R” in English.

https://www.the-village.com.ua/village/city/city-experience/333237-zhovta-strichka-ta-litera-yi-interv-yu-z-koordinatorom-ruhu-oporu-v-hersoni
https://www.the-village.com.ua/village/city/city-experience/333237-zhovta-strichka-ta-litera-yi-interv-yu-z-koordinatorom-ruhu-oporu-v-hersoni
https://www.the-village.com.ua/village/city/city-experience/333237-zhovta-strichka-ta-litera-yi-interv-yu-z-koordinatorom-ruhu-oporu-v-hersoni
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Figure 6. https://www.facebook.com/EdEraUa/posts/pfbid028SSBKU89x9b3z5YCBbssP
7StykcBsnJWskxDM4213nhT31VoNNfgKBa99xwf73fol

Figure 7. https://lb.ua/society/2022/09/23/530364_okupanti_pogrozhuyut_vibiti_dveri.html
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The artists’ visualisations of the new meanings of this letter reflect its sub-
sequent rethinking. In particular, Nikita Titov created a series of posters where 
this letter broadcasts the motif of strength, rage, and resistance (dots in the 
form of clenched fists – Fig. 8), the defending strength (dots in the form of air 
defence missiles – Fig. 9), solidarity (Ukrainian flag in the form of the word 
“свої” ‘ours’ with clearly defined dots under “ї”– Fig. 10), and gratitude to the 
Armed Forces (dots in the form of heart with the sign “air defence” – Fig. 11) 9.

                 
		  Figure 8.		           Figure 9.

           
	            Figure 10.	                     Figure 11.

9	 All posters are from the Facebook page of Nikita Titov – https://www.facebook.com/
nikitavltitov 

https://www.facebook.com/nikitavltitov
https://www.facebook.com/nikitavltitov
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The most remarkable shift in the language ideologies is the evolution of the 
letter “ї” image from a tiny candle (source of the light with a limited range of 
spreading) to an air defence system (a powerful defence tool with a wide range 
of spreading). It evidences a shift in the language attitude from the perception 
of the Ukrainian language as an object for defending to a tool of defence. If the 
image of the tiny candle broadcasts the idea about the necessity to defend the 
Ukrainian language, then the image of the air defence system disseminates the 
idea that the Ukrainian language is defending its speakers. This change is also 
reflected in the other works, for instance, Anastasia Ponomariova’s interpreta-
tion, showing this letter as a kozak holding two occupants’ skulls with two 
crossed sabres (Fig. 12), and Eld Roland’s picture shows servicemen holding 
a javelin in the shape of the letter “ї”(Fig. 13). 

Figure 12. https://v-variant.com.ua/
mariupolski-khudozhnyky-stvoryly-znak-

ukrainskoho-sprotyvu-yi/

Figure 13. https://ag.com.ua/news/
operativna-informaciya-z-regioniv-merezhi-

aktivnoyi-gromadi-10092022_956/

During this period, the letter “ї” has acquired another symbolic meaning – 
‘sovereignty’ – representing the shaping of a new linguistic ideology in Ukrai-
nian society – the awareness of the Ukrainian language as an active factor in 
state-building and state-existential processes. The names of Ukrainian cities 
and towns written in the shape of Tryzub (Trident, the Coat of Arms of 
Ukraine – Fig. 14, 15) with the letter “ї” in its core can be examples of the 
visual representations of this language ideology. 
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Figure 14. Nikita Titov Figure 15. https://wall31.com/t-shirts/
men-t-shirt/kiyiv/648 

It shows a drastic shift, especially in view of the fact that until February 
2022, Ukrainian society had perceived the role of the language in state-build-
ing as something passive. The narrative “off the agenda” in relation to the 
language issue was quite popular even among patriotic citizens. Then, after the 
annexation of Crimea and the start of military aggression on the Donbas in 
2014, the ideology of Ukraine’s bilingualism, represented by the slogan “Ye-
dyna krayina. Yedinaia strana” (‘One Country’ in Ukrainian and Russian), was 
actively promoted. This slogan with the Ukrainian flag in the background had 
been the logo of Ukrainian national TV channels since March 2, 2014. Also, 
placed on billboards, it had become an element of the linguistic landscape in 
many Ukrainian cities. But after February 2022, Petro Poroshenko’s political 
campaign slogan “Army! Language! Faith!” was actualized; it got the status 
not just of a language attitude, but of a national idea.

It is interesting to compare representations of language ideologies on out-
fits before and after the full-scale invasion. If before 2022, the letter “ї” on T-
shirts symbolized femininity and sexuality, as mentioned in the previous sec-
tion, then after 2022, it started representing strength, rage, and struggle with 
Russia. This letter is pictured with teeth on T-shirts, sweatshirts, and souvenir 
items (for instance, Fig. 16), especially a remarkable visualization, where it 
holds in its teeth the Russian letter “ё” (Fig. 17), and a print with two crossed 
letters as “a warning to those who dare to infringe upon our sovereignty” 
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(https://vozianov.design/yii-t-shirt/ accessed 10.05.2025, Fig. 18). This letter 
occurs on the products of some brands precisely as a sign of Mariupol’s resis-
tance and gains additional meaning of solidarity. In particular, in the autumn 
of 2022, the brand German Apparel and the YouTube show “Ebaut” (“Ебаут”) 
released a charity collection “My blood” among whose key symbols is the 
letter “ї” as a sign of resistance of the occupied cities (https://germanapparel.

Figure 16. https://wall31.com/sweatshirts/
sweatshirts-unisex/yi/727

Figure 17. https://wall31.com/t-shirts/
men-t-shirt/zla-litera-yi/512

Figure 18. https://vozianov.design/yii-t-shirt/

https://vozianov.design/yii-t-shirt/
https://germanapparel.co/e-x-g-my-blood/
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co/e-x-g-my-blood/ accessed 20.05.2025). In a similar way, the organization 
«Ukraїner» offers an eco-bag with the “ї”-print, enabling Ukrainians, both at 
home and overseas, to express their national position in this way (https://www.
ukrainer.net/litera-i/ 20.05.2025).

Gradually, the image of the letter “ї” without stylisation and additional at-
tributes on clothes, jewellery, passport covers, and even tattoos has become a 
means of demonstrating solidarity and belonging to the Ukrainian community. 
In this way, this letter becomes a representation of the prestige of both the 
Ukrainian language in particular and the Ukrainian people in general, assum-
ing the status of a symbol of Ukrainian identity. This ideology is more fully 
represented in the name of a new Ukrainian brand of clothing “13th letter” 10; 
whose creators explain the name as “Ї is an identification of Ukraine with a 
proper address No 13 in the alphabet” (https://www.instagram.com/13litera.
ua/). One more case of the representation of the ideology “language is a na-
tional identity” is a picture of a split letter “ї” on the cover of the first edition 
M. Tymoshyk’s book “Moscowization of Bukovyna (1940–1990)” (Fig. 19).

Figure 19. https://bukvoid.com.ua/reviews/books/2024/03/14/174502.html

Finally, outlining the shifts in language ideologies that took place after 
Russia’s full-scale invasion, it is worth noting the persistence of some of them. 
First of all, it is the ideology of uniqueness, which, however, has obtained 
some new meanings related to the struggle for its existence and the memory of 

10	 Registered on Instagram in April 2022.

https://germanapparel.co/e-x-g-my-blood/
https://www.ukrainer.net/litera-i/
https://www.ukrainer.net/litera-i/
https://www.instagram.com/13litera.ua/
https://www.instagram.com/13litera.ua/
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its past. Also, the set of words that are traditionally used to illustrate the sym-
bolic meaning of this letter has become wider: next to the word Ukaїna, ap-
peared words heroї ‘heroes’ and o. Zmiїnyi ‘Snake island’ 11 (Fig. 20). An in-
teresting representation of preserving the ideology of uniqueness is the varia-
tion of the motivating poster ‘Keep Calm and Carry On’ that, as known, was 
created by the British government to support the fighting spirit of their citizens 
before World War II began. In 2014, after Russia invaded Donbas, a remake of 
this poster – ‘Keep Calm and Clean a Machine Gun’– became popular on 
Ukrainian social media. And in 2023, another variation of this poster became 
popular. It has a transparent allusion to Ivan Malkovych’s poem: ‘Keep Calm 
and a Tiny Candle of the letter «Ї»’ and was created by Illia Strongovskyi in 
2012 (Fig. 21). But till 2023 it was not actively shared in social media. Now 

11	 Snake Island is an island in the Black Sea that marks Ukraine’s territorial waters. On 
the 24th of February 2022, Russia’s full-scale invasion started from some directions. Among 
the other actions, Russian troops came to this island and offered to surrender to Ukrainian 
bounder guards, but they received the answer: “Russian warship go fuck yourself”. After 
fighting for some hours the aggressors captured the island. On the 4th of July 2022, after 
regular attacks Ukraine returned the island under its control.

Figure 20. https://www.facebook.com/
ochmanity/posts/pfbid0yT2tk4QS7QsMU7RJnY
uWbCX2w2b7WLAYfjLGjw3A3KA6QRwQzw

LHUHhgWhLDhEncl

Figure 21. https://www.volynnews.
com/messages/1878/
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this poster seems to reinterpret playfully and somewhat ironically the image of 
the candle as a symbol of the Ukrainian language and simultaneously repre-
sents it not as an object that needs defending, but as a symbol of the identity 
and a tool of resistance.

Figure 22. https://knu.ua/news/12887

This slightly updated ideology of uniqueness continues to be expressed in 
the linguistic landscape. In particular, in September 2022, the building of the 
Institute of Philology at Taras Shevchenko National University was adorned 
with a mini-sculpture in the shape of the letter “ї,” decorated with fragments 
of stained glass from the building’s windows that were destroyed during a 
missile strike on December 31, 2022. This mini-sculpture is part of the art 
project “Shukay” (“Шукай”/ Seek for), which aims to promote Kyiv’s history 
with mini-sculptures, which are city symbols, installed in different places of 
the capital and accompanied by plaques with QR-codes (https://shukai.com.
ua). Besides the physical embodiment of the sculpture, two statements from 
the opening speech of the project author Yulia Bevzenko are meaningful:

1) …the letter Ї is a real Ukrainian treasure since it is absent in the other Slavic 
alphabets. It distinguishes us from others, emphasizing our uniqueness. Modern 
Ukrainians mark with it various things – from clothing to street objects – outlining 
in such a way their identity and authenticity, which was under the risk of erasure 
for centuries.
2) If you think that the dots over the letter Ї resemble bullets, doubt not. Because 
language is indeed a weapon! (https://knu.ua/ua/news/12887 accesed 20.05.2025).

https://shukai.com.ua
https://shukai.com.ua
https://knu.ua/ua/news/12887
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To summarize shifts in language ideologies that have taken place  
after Russia’s full-scale invasion, it is worth pointing out a crucial one – 
overcoming of demeaning stereotypes: weakness, endangerment, inferiority 
as a result of comparison with Russian as the standard. This letter now sym-
bolizes masculinity, strength, and resistance. The uniqueness of the Ukrai-
nian language has already been acknowledged not on the basis of compari-
son with Russian, but in a global context. It is possible to interpret this as 
self-reflection beyond the dichotomy “colonizer–colonized”. Also, a rethink-
ing of the status of the Ukrainian language can be observed: its role in con-
structing identity and maintaining sovereignty is changing from symbolic to 
practical.

7. Conclusions

As numerous studies on societies with experience of colonial dependence 
show, coloniality does not disappear at the moment of liberation, but can con-
tinue for a long time, in particular due to the preservation of colonial practices 
and colonial way of thinking. This situation is often combined with the rejec-
tion of inherited imperial narratives and attempts to overcome the inferiority 
complex by constructing new ones, which can be described as postcolonial 
ambivalence. Ukrainian society also experienced this condition after declaring 
independence in 1991. And only Russia’s full-scale invasion has caused sub-
stantial changes in public consciousness, dealing with overcoming social am-
bivalence and colonial thinking structures. One of the manifestations of this 
overcoming is shifts in language ideologies that have been traced on the ex-
ample of the functioning of one of the symbols of the Ukrainian language, the 
letter «ї», in the discursive space.

Since Ukraine’s independence, language ideologies have been character-
ised by a certain ambivalence. On the one hand, they reflect on searching and 
constructing the identity of the Ukrainian people by establishing the value of 
the Ukrainian language. But on the other hand, defining the uniqueness of 
the Ukrainian language through its comparison with Russian, its feminiza-
tion attests the view of themselves from the colonizer’s perspective. In that 
period, textual and visual images of the letter “ї” symbolized an attitude to-
wards the language as a national treasure, sacralization, weakness, and en-
dangerment. The main message broadcast by them was ‘We must defend/
keep the Ukrainian language’. The indexical value of this letter encompassed 
the Ukrainian-speaking citizens who felt uncomfortable due to the limited 
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functional space of the Ukrainian language and even experienced linguistic 
victimization. 

The full-scale invasion of Russia has become the catalyst for overcoming 
the colonial ways of thinking and postcolonial ambivalence. It is worth under-
lining that the Ukrainian experience does not fit into the classical chronologi-
cal model of development, according to which colonized societies first engage 
in anticolonial resistance, liberating themselves from political dependence, 
then go through a postcolonial period, reflecting on the traumatic colonial ex-
perience, and finally transit to a decolonial state, having freed themselves from 
colonial practices and producing independent narratives directed towards the 
future. The peculiarity of the Ukrainian case is that although the decolonial 
state started after the postcolonial period, it is running parallel to anticolonial 
resistance – armed resistance to the threat of recolonization. This peculiarity is 
reflected in language ideologies.

First and foremost, the language ideologies of femininity, weakness, and 
endangerment undergo decline; replaced by polar opposites – masculinity, 
strength, and resistance. Also, the shift to desacralization is significant, which 
was especially noticeable in the first months of the full-scale invasion and 
manifested itself in the wide use of obscene language in private and public 
communicative spheres. These changes can evidence a definitive transition to 
an anticolonial mode of thinking. The rejection of the ideology of sacralization 
leads to shifts in the ideology of loyalty: the national-treasure attitude is 
changed to a pragmatic one (as a means of communication). This, in turn, 
promotes rethinking of the role of the Ukrainian language in preserving sover-
eignty: its use has already been realized as a prerequisite for identity. The main 
message broadcast by the textual and visual images of the letter “ї” after Feb-
ruary 2022 is ‘The Ukrainian language defends us’. Its indexical value of 
marginality has changed to the one of prestige: it has become a symbol of 
solidarity not for a limited group, but for all citizens of Ukraine. The language 
ideology of uniqueness, although preserved to this day, has acquired a some-
what different meaning: the authenticity of the Ukrainian language is repre-
sented not for comparison with Russian but on a wider scale. These shifts can 
testify to overcoming postcolonial ambivalence, departing from the cognitive 
frame ‘colonizer–colonized’, and transmitting to a decolonial mode of think-
ing. These changes testify to the overcoming of postcolonial ambivalence, the 
departure from the dichotomy of “colonizer-colonized,” and the transition to 
decolonial structures of thought.
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