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Salvatore Del Gaudio

The Language Situation in the District of Loeu (Belarus’)

Introduction

The present contribution provisionally concludes a ‘trilogy” devoted to the descrip-
tion of the social and sociolinguistic factors determining the language (dialect) use and
selection in the rural areas set across the Ukrainian-Belarusian border and very close to the
Russian Federation'.

More specifically, the current study focuses on the analysis of the language situation
in the western part of the district Loetl (Region of Homel, Belarus’), paying particu-
lar attention to the use, distribution and speakers’ evaluation (perception) of the local
dialect(s) in relation to other language varieties. It is worth reminding that by Tlocal
dialect(s)’ is meant the traditional, rural dialect usually spoken by older (70-90 years),
non-mobile informants with a poor level of schooling in a specific inhabited point. The
plural ‘dialects, thus resembling the Belarusian and Ukrainian dialectological traditions
(cfr. Bel. mjascovy havorki; Ukr. hovirky), may indicate the dialectal micro-system of one
or more neighbouring dialectal units/inhabited communities (Del Gaudio 2015b: 17).
This predominantly oral speech is disappearing or evolving under the steady influence
of language acculturation, standardization processes in favour of the standard languages,
especially Russian in the case of Belarus’. Intermediate stages of dialectal development
towards Russian may give place to hybrid formations and/ or to more stable mixed vari-
eties with cross-regional features.

The area under research, considered in its entirety, also includes the adjoining district
of Homel’ (Region of Homel, Belarus’) and most of the former district of Ripky* (Region
of Cernihiv, Ukraine). Geographically, the Dnipro / Dnjapro (Bel. Ausimpo) functions as a

1

Some formal and content overlappings with preceding articles are, in certain points of the
present paper, unavoidable. This is due to the fact that all these contributions deal with correlated
thematic aspects and they can be regarded as integrating components of a single, larger study. I
would also like to thank the Humboldt Research Fund for its support.

> A recent administrative reform (18" July 2020) has abolished many of the existing Ukrai-
nian districts, among them the district of Ripky. The latter has been incorporated in the larger ad-
ministrative-political unit of Cernihiv which also gives the name to the entire region. For ease and
for the sake of comparison, however, we shall occasionally use this denomination. Cfr. <https://

www.minregion.gov.ua/press/news/novi-rajony-karty-sklad/> (latest access: 08.04.21).
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natural barrier separating the district of Loeti from that of Ripky. This territory represents
a mere segment of the much larger Polissian macro-region® which, due to its size, is neither
linguistically (dialectally) nor ethnographically completely homogeneous.

The language situation of this cross-border area has rarely been object of sociolin-
guistic research in either western European or East Slavic linguistic traditions for a series
of correlated reasons, e.g. national and linguistic-cultural stability of already established
geo-political borders etc. Specific language questions have traditionally been the domain
of East Slavic dialectology* and / or ethnolinguistics (folklore)®.

The district of Loeti acquires a specific dialectal and sociolinguistic significance. Here,
just as in the other two aforementioned rural districts, different standard and non-standard
language varieties alternate and interact according to a series of interrelated variables and
situational contexts.

It was already pointed out (Del Gaudio 2018b: 84) that the varieties spoken through-
out this territory are: a) the local dialects®; b) the three standard East Slavic languages (i.c.
Belarusian, Ukrainian and Russian’); ¢) forms of mixed speech which carry different de-
nominations® in connection with the country where they are spoken.

> With a surface of over 200,000 square kilometers, the low land Polissia (Bel. Palesse; Rus.
Polese; Pol. Polesie) embraces most of northern Ukraine and southern Belarus’ as well as some of the
south-western Russian regions and a small part of north-eastern Poland (western of the river Buh/
Byr). For more details, see: <http://www.encyclopediaofukraine.com/display.asp?linkpath=pages
%5CP%5CO%sCPolisia.htm> (latest access: 28.04.21).

+  Cfr. Durnovo ez al. 1915, Buzuk 1926, Hancov 1928, Avanesaii 1964, Zylko 1953, Bevzenko
198s, lately Del Gaudio 20134, 2018b, just to mention a few.

5 For an overview of ethnolinguistic studies on Polissia (Rus. Polese), see: Tolstaja 2017.

¢ Belarusian dialectology classifies these dialects as the uttermost south and south eastern
extensions of the middle and southwestern Belarusian dialects (Blinava, Mjacel’skaja 1980: 2053).
On the other hand, in Ukrainian dialectology they represent the uppermost extension of eastern
or, more exactly, north-eastern Polissian dialects, also known in the traditional Russian and Soviet
(including Ukrainian and Belarusian) specialist literature, as ‘transitional’ from Ukrainian to Be-
larusian (Del Gaudio 2017: 66-67). The analysis of the features characterizing these border dialects
are already the object of a parallel linguistic study which is still underway. A description of the
most distinctive features of the Belarusian border dialects, especially in relation to other mesoletic
varieties, will be omitted here for two basic reasons: a) the elaborated data are still very limited at
present; b) their exemplification would by far exceed the mere sociolinguistic approach chosen for
this paper. For an overview, see: Del Gaudio 20132, 2014.

7 One could further distinguish between ‘national” and regional varieties of Russian along
with regionalized varieties of Belarusian and Ukrainian. This additional differentiation, however,
would further complicate the already complex picture of these areas. Moreover it will deserve fur-
ther research which goes far beyond the scope of the present study.

% Itis worth reminding that this mixed speech based on the vernacular of the respective eth-
nic languages with the addition of (presumed and/ or real) Russian elements along with a number
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The analysis of data and their comparison with previous results will be preceded by an
outline of the methodological design and by a short account of relevant benchmarks charac-
terizing language use in the district of Loeti. However, unlike earlier studies, aspects of the
generalized language situation of Belarus’ and Ukraine will only be contextually discussed.

1. Methodological Design

The bulk of dialectal and sociolinguistic interviews in the district of Loeti was carried
out in early autumn 2017 and, to a very limited extent, in late spring 2018. These periods
facilitate personal contacts with a community outsider for a number of social and psy-
chological reasons: relatively good weather; term time for educational institutions; longer
days; possibility of meeting people outside their homes and in the fields etc. As in the case
of the district of Homel’ but unlike the Ripky area, the actual field work had to be chiefly
concentrated in only one phase (‘expedition’). This choice was conditioned by a series of
organizational and bureaucratic factors®’ which regulate the research access to the border
territories, especially in times of international tension due to the Ukrainian-Russian geo-
political and military conflict (2014 to date). Notwithstanding these limitations a certain
degree of participant observation on generalized language habits (e.g. language selection in
situational contexts, linguistic landscape etc.) had been possible during previous scholarly
visits to Belarus..

The logistic base and starting point for the collection of both dialectal, social and
sociolinguistic data was the small village of Byvalki which is situated at approximately the
same latitude as Radul} a small settlement in the former district of Ripky (Ukraine)™.

Three local informants (two women and a man)", previously instructed about the
research aims, supported my dialectal and sociolinguistic expeditions to other rural villages

of hybrid forms is generally known as Trasjanka in Belarus’ and SurZyk in Ukraine. Some Ukrainian
linguists adopt the designation of “Ukrainian-Russian SurZyk”. Avoiding here the long-lasting ter-
minological discussion about the appropriateness of using these ‘terms’ of popular scientific origin
[which have already found their way even into authoritative Belarusian and Ukrainian language
encyclopedias and publications], I will follow the already established practice of recent research on
the topic. Therefore the linguistic terms “Belarusian Russian Mixed Speech” (BRMS) and “Ukrai-
nian Russian Mixed Speech” (UrRMS) will have a more specific usage in line with the Oldenburg
sociolinguistic school (cfr. Hentschel 2017: 18). On the other hand, the more common designations
of Trasjanka and SurZyk will alternate with the former definitions when referring to general aspects
of these varieties or to publications in which these ‘terms’ are already established. On the termino-
logical issue, also see: Del Gaudio 2015a: 215-216.
>  Required institutional invitations, visa, circulation permits etc.

10

More precisly, the urban-type Ripky is positioned about 23 km south-cast of Radul
" I wish to express my gratitute for the support and assistance during the interviews to An-
drjanec Halina Borisovna (sociolinguistic questionnaires), Dubacova Valjancina Ivanaiina and ajcec

Pryhara Aljaksandr (dialectal expeditions).
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of the same district and to the southern periphery of the town of Loet. Besides personal
field notes (ethnographic/ traditional dialectological approach), dialectal data were audio
recorded with semi-structured interviews and some degree of elicitation techniques. On
the other hand, social and sociolinguistic materials, particularly relevant for the present
discussion, were mainly acquired by means of a previously prepared questionnaire. The
structure and the contents of the questionnaire(s) resembled the pattern already used for
the Ukrainian survey” (first stage of the project) and the district of Homel’ (second stage).
The questionnaire structure and its contents will be illustrated in § 3. One hundred ques-
tionnaires were also distributed among a number of pre-selected small rural settlements
(see: TABLE 1). About thirty sociolinguistic interviews had to be completed and recovered
in absentia by one of the local informants who assisted me in late spring 2018. It is well
known that a questionnaire is used with the purpose of assembling social and sociolingus-
tic data in a relatively short time (cfr. Milroy, Gordon 2003: 52). This proved to be particu-
larly convenient in an area where there exists a series of ‘bureaucratic’ hindrances and local
people are not always so keen to give a stranger information about personal and national
identity, work / profession, social and language behaviour.

The small corpus of collected data was stored and elaborated with the help of Micro-
soft Access (a Database management system).

2. The District of Loeii: Geo-Linguistic Context

The district of Loet (Bel. Loesiski raén, created in 1926) is one of the 21 districts mak-
ing up the region of Homel™. It is situated in the south-eastern part of the region and
borders the following districts: Homel” (Bel. Homel'ski raén)'* in the north-cast, Brahin
(Bel. Brahinski raén) in the west, Rética (Récycki raén) in the north-west and for a small
part with Chojnicki (Chojnicki raén) also in the north-west. At the same time the district
of Loeti is separated from the region of Cernihiv (Ukraine) and, more specifically, with the
former district of Ripky by the rivers Dnipro and partially Soz. The main administrative-
economic and cultural centre is the town of Loeti located on the right bank of the Dnipro
at approximately the same latitude of the Ukrainian village of Zaderijivka (Ukr. Zaderijiv-
ka, also object of research) and about 100 km south-west of the city of Homel™.

12

The questions were translated from Ukrainian into Belarusian and adapted to the needs of
Belarusian respondents.

% It is worth remembering that the region of Homel is one of the six and largest regions
making up the Republic of Belarus’ It is situated in the south-castern part of Belarus] bordering
Ukraine in the south and south-west and the Russian Federation in the cast.

'+ This is not to be confused with the region and the city of Homel’; the latter is considered
to be the 22" administrative unit and main political-administrative centre of the entire region, be-
ing endowed with a special status.

5 For a more detailed account about the district of Loet, see: <http://loev.gomel-region.
by/by/> (latest access: 02.05.21).
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According to the 2009 census, the ethnic component of the district of Loet was
made up by 92.9% Belarusians, 4.4% Russians and 1.84% Ukrainians. As to the native lan-
guage (Bel. rodnaja mova): 87.05% of the inhabitants claimed Belarusian as their ‘mother
tongue’; 11,6% opted for Russian and 1.35% indicated other languages. Of these 63.43 %
said to use Belarusian in familiar settings and 32.54% Russian®. It is clear that these fig-
ures, as often remarked in similar studies, did not consider further variability and, under
the tag ‘Belarusian; also local dialects and, to a good extent, the BRMS (“Trasjanka’) are
to be included /understood. As pointed out by Kittel ez a/. (2018: 133) “[...] halten die
meisten Sprecher die WRGR fiir eine Variante des Weifirussischen, was sich in den Zensus-
Erhebungen ‘beschénigend’ fiir das WeiSrussische niedergeschlagen haben konnte” (also,
Hentschel, Kittel 2011).

Even though at this stage of research we do not have access to any quantitative
data, participant observation (autumn 2017) confirmed that Russian, or its debated Be-
larusian variety (B-Russian)?, tended to dominate the language habits and the linguistic
landscape of the centre of Loeti. The situation in the small district centre, especially in
regard to the linguistic landscape, contrasts with that of Cernihiv (Ukraine) but it re-
flects the generalized language attitudes of Homel The language situation of the Loetl
surrounding periphery and further rural areas is less homogeneous as the data illustrated
below reveals (cfr. § 3.), with a likely minor degree of Russification compared to the
district of Homel™. Also in this case, it can be spoken of as a sort of ‘polyglossia’ con-
sisting of three sometimes overlapping layers: a) an official and ostensible asymmetric
Belarusian-Russian bilinguism, with a clear-cut dominance of Russian over Belarusian;
b) forms of Belarusian-Russian mixed speech whose peculiar features still need to be
studied, especially in relation to the local dialects; c) rural dialect(s). As it will emerge in
§ 3., older people (especially over 75) in small rural villages still retain, to a great extent,
their local dialect, even when adressed in Belarusian, Russian or Ukrainian. People of
the middle generations (36-65) tends to speak B-Russian with additional local features
with strangers and / or outsiders, using, presumably, the BRSM among themselves and in
informal, non-controlled conversations as emerged in similar studies (Kittel ez 4/. 2010).
This point, however, remained unobserved during field work due to the relatively limited
time spent in the place and also because it went beyond the immediate scope of research,
prevalently directed to the acquisition of dialectal data.

¢ Cfr. <https://archive.is/20120523225241/belstat.gov.by/homep/ru/perepic/2009/itogi1.

php> (latest access: 02.05.21).

7 The typical variety of Russian spoken in Belarus” or ‘Belarusian Russian’ (also known as
Russian ‘natiolect’) has been studied by a number of linguists both in Belarus’ and abroad during the
last fifteen years. Among the most recent publications we can mention: Woolhiser 2012, Del Gaudio
2013b, Zeller, Sitchinava 2019 etc.

" This statement based on personal observation needs to be verified and requires further

field research.
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3. Language Situation in the District of Loei

The results of field research (autumn 2017; spring 2018) will be examined in this sec-
tion. The analysed data will be compared with previous outcomes derived from parallel so-
ciolinguistic studies conducted in the districts of Ripky (Ukraine) and Homel’ (Belarus’).

Most interviews with related questionnaires were conducted in the villages listed in
TABLE 1. A small number of questionnaires was also distributed in the southern periphery
of the town of Loeii (district centre). The essential geo-historical facts about each rural
village were noted down during field-work or, alternatively, derived from the Encyclopedia
About Towns and Villages in the Region of Homel (Marcéleli 2005) and, occasionally, from
the Belarusian wikipedia®.

The questionnaire contained 40 questions. These were approximately structured in
blocks of 10 questions. The FIRST segment concentrated on generic aspects and on the so-
cial characterization of informants, for example: nationality, place of birth, sex (gender*),
education, residence, mobility etc. More exactly, the first seven questions concentrated on
such independent variables such as nationality, place of birth, sex, age etc.

The SECOND portion of questions was about the level and duration of school instruc-
tion/ education, employment and/or retirement and the degree of mobility. Only two
questions (respectively 10 and 12) were about the language of teaching at school.

The THIRD block and more relevant set of questions (18 to 30) focused on individual
language use, perceptional assessment and characterization of the local dialect, first and /
or native language in relation to other language varieties.

The FOURTH group of questions (31 to 36), asked for a) language and self-identifica-
tion (e.g. Belarus) the region, the village etc.); b) language selection and the situational con-
texts: work, colleagues etc.; ¢) language use in the media or social media, e.g. internet etc.

The last three questions (37 to 39), once again, were about language (dialect). This
time, though, respondents were asked to evaluate in percentage the use of the local dialect
when they speak with either men or women and who, between men and women, more
frequently uses the local dialect.

Adhering to the scheme of the two preceding pieces of research, all the fundamen-
tal language issues have been gathered in one single block, thus modifying the original
structure of the questionnaire. This time, however, differently from previous contributions,
questions 37 to 39, have been included in the block on “dialect and language use” (§ 3.3.).
This change intends to simplify the analysis and comparison of language trends in order to
attain a more effective discussion.

¥ <hteps://bewikipedia.org/wiki/Py41aéjxa> (latest access: 10.04.21).

** From now on, we shall only use the term ‘sex” for this variable since it best fits into a more

isolated rural society which still keeps traditional values, e.g. self-identification and role subdivision.


https://be.wikipedia.org/wiki/<0420><0443><0447><0430><0451><045E><043A><0430>
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TABLE 1. Villages in the district of Loeii (Belarus’)

Rural settlements SCZTE;SLS Population Administration
Byval’ki BriBaabki village 802 (1999) self-rule
Haradok Tapasox village 90 (1999) dependent on Byvalki
Sinsk Cincx village 102 (1999) administered by Byvalki
Dzjarazychy ~ Asspaxbrubt village 159 (1999) administered by Byvalki
Trascjanec Tpacusmeén village 99 (1999) administered by Byvalki
Katipen’ Kaymens village 512 (1999) self-rule
Krupejki Kpynerixi village 583 (1999) dependent on Katipen’
Moxati Moxay village 359 (1999) dependent on Katipen’
Rucajotika Pyuaéyka village 329 (2010) self-rule
Dzimamierki  Agsimamepxi village 226 (1997) dependent on Ruéajotika
Karpatika Kapmayxa village 420 (1999) self-rule
Abakumy AGaxymsl village 148 (1999) dependent on Karpaiika
Xaminka Xaminka village 282 (1999) dependent on Karpaiika

3.1 Social Characterization: Nationality, Place of Birth, Age, Sex

This section illustrates the first block of introductory questions. The absolute major-
ity of respondents (96 out of 100) were born in Belarus’ and originated from the surveyed
area. Three female informants originally moved from the adjacent district of Ripky (region
of Cernihiv, Ukraine) and one was born in Russia. However, all had spent most of their life
in this neighbourhood at the time of the interview.

AGE: the age of respondents ranged between 14 and 93 years: fifty belonged to the
old generation (> 66); the other half was more heterogencous, including the young, the
middle and middle-older generation: > 14. The oldest respondent was a female aged 93 at
the time of interview from Ruéajotika, while the youngest were three teenagers (school)
from Byvalki and Dzilatika.

SEX: in Loet rural area female respondents clearly prevailed over the males: 78 vs. 22.
The reasons for this gap, as amply discussed in the specialist literature, can be explained in
terms of historical-demographic factors, especially in relation to the old population, and
the higher degree of availability (retired) women have for social interviews (Del Gaudio
2020: 179).


https://be.wikipedia.org/wiki/2010
https://be.wikipedia.org/wiki/1997
https://be.wikipedia.org/wiki/1999
https://be.wikipedia.org/wiki/1999
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GRAPHIC 1. Age and Education
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3.2. Education, Langudge of Instruction, Occupaz‘ion

This block of questions (Ne 8 to 14) concentrated on such variables as education, lan-
guage of school instruction* and type of occupation.

Most respondents (fifty-four) were retired at the time of the interview. The other
half can be roughly divided into two groups: 1) those who were working (twenty-six) and
acknowledged different occupations, e.g. director, manager, nurse, teacher, driver etc. and
2) those who were attending cither school (twelve) or university (eight).

The relation between age and education can be visualized in GRAPHIC 1: the graphic
representation shows that pensioners (> 60) had generally elementary instruction which, in
some cases, had not even been completed. A small group of nine people, whose age ranged
between 61 and 8s, just achieved basic secondary (“lower-middle”) education; fourteen com-
pleted secondary school (“middle education”); sixteen obtained a professional-technical in-
struction (“specialized secondary school”); seventeen received higher education (bachelor or
more)*; five were still university students and thirteen were still at school.

21

Except for the disciplines Russian language and literature, Belarusian is the language of
elementary learning in many provincial schools.

22

It is worth noting that among the group who obtained higher education there was one
ninety-year-old female respondent.
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The limited schooling of the majority of older respondents is explained by the fact
that these people were born between the two World Wars or just before the outbreak of
the Second World War and, for a number of socio-economic reasons connected with the
military conflicts, had a very limited access to education.

The most diversified level of education can be observed in the age group 23-6s. This
may range from basic secondary (one respondent) to secondary school (seven respondents)
through specialized secondary (e.g. technical, professional and vocational schools) to (basic)
higher education (e.g. university, college etc.), thus confirming the trend already reported for
the district of Ripky and, partially, for the district of Homel” (Del Gaudio 2020: 185-186).

As mentioned above, younger respondents, between 14 and 22 years, with a clear
prevalence of females over males (16 vs. 5), were mainly studying when the interviews took
place. The number of female university students overtakes that of their male colleagues (s
vs. 2). These data are in line with the results of the 2009 all Belarusian census® and other
recent studies (Kittel ef 4/. 2018: 151).

This survey, just like those conducted in the districts of Homel” and Ripky (Ukraine)
and other similar studies, confirmed that the level of education is, overall, directly propor-
tional to age (Del Gaudio 2020: 185-186; Kittel ez al. 2018: 150-152).

3.2.1. Population Mobility and Settlement Type

The majority of respondents (80%) was non-mobile or indicated limited mobility;
this was mainly confined to the district or the region of residence. Some of the university
students temporarily resided in Homel” or commuted to the city from the surrounding dis-
tricts. All respondents claimed to have permanent residence in Belarus™+. Pensioners and
children, as one might have expected, were essentially anchored to their village. A small mi-
nority of older respondents (12%) had spent from a few months to a few years outside the
region of residence or abroad, for example in other former Soviet Republics. Two female
respondents aged 60 had even been in Western Europe, accompanying children from the
Cornobyl’ (Cernobyl’) area to Italy and southern France for health / cure purposes. A more
restricted number of ‘real’ dialectal speakers originated and spent most of their life in the
rural villages whose population did not exceed 3,000 inhabitants.

3.3. Dialect and Language Use

As stated above, all the points dealing with language, particularly in relation to dialect
use, distribution, selection and assessment, focus of the present study, have been assembled

»  <https://belstat.gov.by/by/statystyka/demagrafichnaya-i-satsyyalnaya-statystyka/adu-
katsyya/> (latest access: 02.05.21).

¥ Question 16 asked: “Kaai aacka, ykaxsirie, koabKi qacy § 1oabiv Ber mpassiai / mpaskeiai j ma-
CTYIHBIX KpaiHax a60 KoailuHix caBenkix pacry6aixax?” (‘Please, specify how much time did you live /
have you spent in one of the following countries of former Soviet Republics?” Translated by the author).


https://belstat.gov.by/by/statystyka/demagrafichnaya-i-satsyyalnaya-statystyka/adukatsyya/
https://belstat.gov.by/by/statystyka/demagrafichnaya-i-satsyyalnaya-statystyka/adukatsyya/

150 Salvatore Del Gaudio

TABLE 2. Everyday Language

1 Belarusian (basically in a “pure” form)

©

LOCAL DIALECT

Russian (in a more or less “pure” form)

Belarusian with some Russian words

Russian with some Belarusian words

Belarusian with some Ukrainian words

Mixed language with a high occurrence of Belarusian, Ukrainian and/or Russian words
Other...

0 NN O\ W AW

in this subsection. Central to this research were questions 18 to 23 and, to a more limited
extent, questions 37 to 39.

Questions 18 to 23 directly addressed local speakers. These tried to elicit speakers’
judgements and evaluations (their perceptual characterization) about the language/dialect
variety they use in everyday communication.

Question 18 was about everyday language selection. All the options to the question:
“which language do you generally use in everyday life?” are well illustrated in TABLE 2*:
fourty-four respondents acknowledged the local dialect as their primary language of ev-
eryday communication: thirty-six were between 66 and 93 years, and eight were between
15 and 65 (cfr. GRAPHIC 2). These results (44%) are closer to those obtained in the district
of Ripky (49%) since the age range also includes respondents of the middle and young
generations. On the other hand, a substantial variation in the use of dialect can be noted
between the first two districts and that of Homel” where only 13 to 15% ackowledged the
local dialect*® as their everyday language (cfr. Del Gaudio 2020: 188).

The relation between age and dialect use as everyday language revealed that also in the
case of Locti people of the older generation (66+) are more accustomed to the local dialect.

* The original question in Belarusian was: “SIkyro Moy Bb1, y acHoyHBIM, BbiKapbicTOYBacLe
§ maycsaasérnsv kb’ (“Which language do you generally use in everyday life?”). The options
were: 1) Beaapyckast (y acHoyHbIM y “abicTail’ popme); 2) MstcrioBas raBopka; 3) Pyckast (y acHojHBIM
y “abicrait’ dopme); 4) Beaapyckas 3 HexaropbiMi pyckimi caoBami; 5) Pyckas 3 HekaTopbiMi Geaa-
pyckimi caoBami; 6) Beaapyckast 3 HekaTopbIMi YkpaiHcKiMi caoBami; 7) 3MsIaHyI0 MOBY, 3 BAiKaii
KOABKACIIIO SIK GeAapycKix, Tax i yKkpainckix abo pyckix caoy; 8) [nmas, a menasira: ... (For the trans-
lation of these questions, see: TABLE 2).

* Tt should be remembered, however, that the survey could not be completed in the district
of Homel’ for a number of hindrances. Otherwise, it is assumable that respondents claiming the lo-
cal dialect as the everyday language would be higher but, according to our observation, less than in
the Loet area.
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GRAPHIC 2. Every Day Language Use in the District of Loeti
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The preferences about everyday language use, with the exclusion of the local dialect,
(calculated on 56 persons), showed a more heterogencous picture (cfr. GRAPHIC 3): ten
respondents claimed they only use Russian as every day language (17.8%); ten respondents
reported Belarusian and Russian (17.8%); six (not all originating from the nearby district
of Ripky, Ukraine) said they were using Belarusian, Ukrainian and Russian (10.7%); five
explicity spoke of a mixed language (8.9%); three university students, most probably of the
philological faculty of the university of Homel, ackowledged standard Belarusian as the
main language of communication (5.3%) while the rest (twenty-two) was undecided or,
most probably, tended towards a dialectal based mix (39.2% ). The use of Ukrainian in the
district of Ripky is not considerably higher since only 8% of the 100 respondents claimed
to exclusively use standard Ukrainian as the language of everyday communication.
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GRAPHIC 4. About the Local Dialect
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In question 19 respondents were asked, especially if they acknowledged themselves as
dialectal native speakers, to provide a short description of their dialect (in concealed rela-
tion to Belarusian, Russian and Ukrainian) and to label it”” (cfr. GRAPHIC 4).

The most frequent answer was simply “mjascovaja’ literally ‘local; i.e. local dialect.
As it was observed in the previous pieces of research, older dialectal informants, on the
whole, seemed to be more aware of the similarity between their local dialect and Ukrai-
nian, Russian or both languages. In fact, twenty respondents (20%), mainly belonging to
the old generation (age: 74 +) with the addition of five of the middle-older generation
(age range: 39-67) associated their dialect with Belarusian, Ukrainian and Russian. The
picture becomes looser when the entire age range is considered: eleven respondents (age:
14 to 67) claimed that their dialect is just similar to Belarusian and Russian; fifteen (age:
16-81, among them the absolute majority was between 42 and 72 years) correlated their
dialect only to Belarusian; three speakers (two teenagers from Byvalki and a fourty two
year old female with higher education from Loeti openly spoke of “Trasjanka” (BRMS);
three (age: 66-76) associated it with Ukrainian and four (age: 37-69) with Russian. On the
other hand, thirty two respondents, covering a wide age range: 14 to 80, could not provide
the interviewer with a concrete answer. Finally, a smaller group saw either no similarities or
just reasserted the word “dialect”.

In this survey, in contrast to the data obtained in the districts of Ripky and Homel,
the similarity with the language of the neighbouring country, in this case “Ukrainian”
was mentioned thrice. It should be reminded that Ukrainian respondents of the same age

*7 'The Belarusian question was: “LIi Moskane kapoTka packasanp npa samy rasopky?” (‘Can
you shortly tell about your local dialect?’ Translated by the author).
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GRAPHIC 5. BRMS “Trasjanka”
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group in the district of Ripky barely associated any formal-structural similarity with Be-
larusian or, we can add, its varieties (Del Gaudio 2020: 189). As clearly illustrated above,
a high degree of uncertainty can be noted in the perceptual attempt at defining the local
dialect. In other words, about a third of local speakers of different age groups had diffi-
culties in describing the affinity their home dialect shares with other related varieties and
standard languages*. Moreover, a certain degree of reticence was observed in the use of
the word “Trasjanka”: only three respondents assimilated their speech to the Belarusian-
Russian mixed speech (BRMS) and spoke frankly about it.

This cautiousness was confirmed by the next yes/no question (20) in the use of the
mixed speech “with the addition of Ukrainian and Russian words™. Here (cfr. GRAPHIC
5), sixty three respondents out of one hundred (63%) denied the use of the mixed speech
altogether, even contradicting their previous answers (question 19). Almost all typical dia-
lectal speakers who had acknowledged the existence of Belarusian, Ukrainian and Russian
elements in their local dialect (which our parallel dialectal study confirms to be true) cat-
egorically avoided this definition. As assumed, most respondents who admitted the use of the
mixed speech as one of the main communication means belonged to the young and middle-
older generations, in particular they were between 14 and 64 years of age, thus making up 25%
of the affirmative answers. It should be pointed out, however, that quite a few respondents
between 66 and 75 years of age (12%) also recognized themselves in this category.

*% The speakers” difficulty in assessing and describing their home dialect (perceptual dia-

lectological approach), differentiating it from related forms of language mix is also confirmed by
dialectal studies still underway. If some distinctive / formal criteria have been suggested to distin-
guish Ukrainian from other related varieties, e.g. Ukrainian-Russian language mix (cfr. Del’ Gaudio
20152), the same, at the present stage of research, cannot be said for Belarusian.

*  The exact question was: “does it happen that you sometimes speak a mixed language con-
taining Belarusian, Ukrainian and Russian words?”.
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GRAPHIC 6. Dialect Similarity
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It must be said, however, that the ‘traditional” dialectal vernacular increasingly tends
towards forms of language mix with a strong Russian component. These changes mostly
concern young people’s speech. At the current stage of research it is difhicult to prognosti-
cate whether this process is more or less advanced than on the Ukrainian side of the border.

The subsequent question (21 “which of the following options is true of the dialect you
speak”) aimed at completing the issue about the degree of similarity the local dialect has with
the languages spoken in the border region, namely Belarusian, Ukrainian and Russian.

The answers substantially reflect the results obtained in question 19 (“about your dia-
lect”): twenty one respondents, mainly older than 66 years, confirmed that they speak in a
dialect which equally resembles Belarusian, Ukrainian and Russian; sixteen belonging to
different age groups (16-81) just indicated Belarusian; five said Russian; twenty two saw an
equal share of Belarusian and Russian in their speech but four respondents acknowledged
astronger Belarusian component; thirty one interviewees could not give a definite answer;
four respondents found affinity with Ukrainian and one did not perceive any similarities
at all. These data are represented in GRAPHIC 6.

In the foregoing points, particularly in graphic 4 and 6, it has emerged that primarily
older speakers perceive a similarity of their local dialect as well as with Ukrainian. Older
villagers’ perceptual evaluation probably relies on the fact that their dialectal varieties,
particularly if compared with those of the middle and younger generations, have been
less intensively affected by the strong standardization wave and process of convergence,
especially towards Russian. In addition locals used to move more freely than today across
the respective state borders during the Soviet period (and earlier in the Russian Empire),
thus enhancing the communication possibilities with speakers living on the other side of
the dialectal continuum?®. This constant interaction contributed to assure a more stable

3 This aspect will be dealt with in a separate study.
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GRAPHIC 7. First Language (L1)
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and consistent linguistic character to the dialects spoken across the borders. The gradual
increasing in divergence between the so called ‘transitional dialects™ and their percep-
tion by their respective speakers undoubtedly depend on a number of factors such as a)
school instruction accompanied by a more capillary diffusion of standard languages, b)
growing mobility to large urban conglomerates or even emigration to other European
countries, particularly in the last two decades, ¢) mass-and social media etc. The process
of divergence in the micro language situation of these three contiguous areas began to
change more rapidly after 1991 (e.g. the proclamation of Independence of both the Re-
public of Belarus’ and Ukraine) but it has become even sharper since the mid-2000s
with the increased prestige of Ukrainian on its side of the border. Moreover, as already
argued, both Ukrainian and Russian, although in different domains, exert a certain in-
fluence on local dialect(s) in the district of Ripky. On the other hand, in the districts
of Loett and Homel’ the de facto ‘roof-language’ is only Russian. Nevertheless, personal
observation and some of the obtained data seem to suggest that the Belarusian-based
varieties (including the BRMS) are slightly better off in the district of Loeti than in that
of Homel’. However, this last point deservers further quantitative research.

Questions 22-23 asked about “which language/dialect/ mixed speech locals began
to speak as “first language”** and in which situational context (home, school, work, street
etc.). The selection followed among these languages: Belarusian, Ukrainian, Russian, lo-

3 The appropriatness of this conceptual characterization of these dialects will be re-exam-
ined in a separate study.

* In general terms both definitions can be regarded synonimically as the first language a
child begins to speak (= L1). However, in the case of Belarus’ and Ukraine the native language or
mother tongue (Bel. rodnaja mova; Ukr. ridna mova) usually refers to the language of the (domi-
nant) ethnic group of belonging rather than the language an individual began to speak first in the
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GRAPHIC 8. Native Language
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cal dialect, mixed Belarusian-Russian, mixed Belarusian-Ukrainian and / or other. The an-
swers allowed more than one option. As is visible in GRAPHIC 7, forty respondents claimed
dialect as L1; thirty Belarusian; fifteen the BRMS; twelve Russian — probably in its national
or, more exactly, regional variety; two Ukrainian and one was undecided.

If we compare the above data with those obtained from the thematic related ques-
tion 30: “Which language(s), besides those already mentioned, do you consider native?”
(GrAPHIC 8)%, the difference is remarkable, especially in connection with the options Be-
larusian (48%) and local dialect (30%). These results showed inverted positions compared
to what had emerged in the previous graphic (7).

As already mentioned, such a discrepancy in favour of Belarusian as mother tongue
(cfr. Bel. rodnaja mova) is not surprising (cfr. § 2.) and it is perfectly in line with the out-
comes derived from analogous works (cfr. Zeller, Levikin 2016). It is well known that
change in speakers’ attitudes can be explained in terms of national, cultural and psycholog-
ical associations connected with the idea of the ‘national language’* and state loyalty. Simi-
lar results about the language of the titular nation can in fact be found in the two parallel
studies conducted in the districts of Ripky (Ukraine) and Homel’ (Belarus’). Moreover,
the concept of what is to be understood under first language (L1) remains somehow vague
for the average speaker.

domestic environ. Therefore ‘mother tongue’ is usually associated with a marker of ‘Belarusianess’
or ‘Ukrainianess’ and, as we shall see, this subtle opposition may bring about different results.

% Original question: “Ikyro MOBY / siKis MOBBI, alpada Bl HA3BaHAI, B Alublle Takcama
cBaéit popHait MoBaii (-ami)?”. The proposed options of the list were shortened and restricted to the
following four: 1) local dialect (on a Belarusian base), 2) Belarusian, 3) Russian, 4) Ukrainian.

* In the Belarusian and other linguistic traditions, the term national language may be used
synonymously with official and / or standard. Here the semantic inverted commas underline the role
of Belarusian as the language of the Belarusian nation associated with specific cultural-historical and
ethnic values which are 7of shared by all speakers alike.
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The data reported in this subsection once again confirmed the higher degree of vari-
ation in language selection between the more isolated rural settlements and the urban
centres. In Loell and, even more manifestly, in Homel, Russian dominates most of the
communicative spheres and all public domains in both its varieties (i.e. the more common
B-Russian and the more controlled standard Russian specific to highly educated social
groups). In small rural communities, local speakers, at least among themselves, may still
speak the local dialect along with a gradience of mixed varieties. The use of standard Be-
larusian remains confined to isolated speakers of the middle-younger generations with a
middle-higher education level and whose profession and/ or university degree is directly
connected with the Belarusian language and culture. In the adjacent Ripky area, as men-
tioned in other articles, the use of standard Ukrainian, although still limited and with
an uneven distribution, is definitely more consistent, at least among young profession-
als. The social-political circumstances of the last five or six years and the outbreak of the
Ukrainian-Russian conflict (2014 until today) has certainly given an impulse to the use
of Ukrainian. Whether the relatively recent Belarusian social and political upheavals and
anti-government demonstrations started in August 2020 will affect the further course of
language policy and related language issues cannot be excluded. A sudden change could
take place in case an unexpected turning point should occur in favour of more ‘democrat-
ic’ forces. But even in such a hypothesis, cultural changes always reach rural peripheries
with a notable delay®.

Question 23 asked for the place locals began “to speak the local dialect or, alternative-
ly, the mixed speech”. The options were: at parents” home, nursery school/ school, univer-
sity, college, technical schools, street, work, other. More than half of respondents indicated
the parents’ home as the place where they first began to acquire both the dialect: 60% (age
range: 66 to 93) and the mixed speech 30% (age range: 14 to 65). A percentage could not
be assigned to the above mentioned situational contexts because of the limited number of
answers (about 10%). Nonetheless we plan to return to this point in a further stage of re-
search. The picture is similar to the one obtained in the district of Homel” and in the Ripky
area (Ukraine) but in contrast to what had been reported for Ripky, no one marked the
options: college and / or university as the place where they began to speak either varieties.

Additional points concerned with language — although less relevant for the present
research - were questions 33 to 39 (with the exception of 34). The full range of answers
is unavailable for questions 33 and 35 to 38 and therefore the data reported below are in-
complete. For this reason the data reported below can only give a partial view of the real
language selection®.

% This can be seen, for example, in the replacement of sign posts on the Ukrainian side of
the border where, until our personal observation (early Summer 2020), the old nomenclature was
partially kept despite the fact that a Ukrainian law on place names had been passed in 2016 and most
Ukrainian towns had completely re-named their streets.

3 We are planning to complement/ supplement the missing data in a subsequent research.
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Question 33 directly asked respondents to assess a sort of gradiency scale of which
language and/ or variety they select when speaking with people of different ages: a) older
than 6s; 35 to 65; 18 to 34; teenagers and children. A relative majority (30%) indicated
dialect as the variety most frequently used when they adress older people, especially over
seventy years of age. This outcome is in line with previous research. Russian is used by
10% of repsondents with the old generation while no answer was given for Belarusian and
mixed speech. On the other hand, 25% of respondents indicated mixed speech as the usual
variety when turning to people between 35 and 65 or even younger; 15% Russian and 4%
Belarusian in its standard form. This ratio contrasts with the results obtained in the district
of Homel’ where the percentage of those using Russian with all age groups is significantly
higher: 60% of the total. The trends indicated above differ, at least to a certain extent, with
the data obtained in the Ripky area where, as is known, standard Ukrainian occupies a
somewhat better position than standard Belarusian, and Russian is more evenly distributed
along the different age groups (cfr. Del Gaudio 2020: 192-193).

Questions 35 and 36 can be seen as a countercheck and, at same time, a deepening of
question 23 since they tried to establish in further detail which language people select in 1)
educational institutions (35) and 2) in a work environments (36). The choice in both cases
implied: Belarusian, dialect, Russian, mixed speech with a triple distinction: mixed speech
more similar to a) Russian; b) Belarusian; ¢) Ukrainian.

As for the language used in educational institution, in particular at school (question
35), we obtained the following (partial) results: dialect 5%; Russian 10%; Belarusian: 40%;
BRMS 10%. The overwhelming use of Belarusian is obviously true only for some rural reali-
ties where the number of schools with Belarusian as the main language of instruction is
territorially better rooted compared to middle and large urban settlements. This finding
is confirmed by similar studies, altough their statistical data refer to the period 2009-2010
(Kittel ez al. 2018: 150)7". Belarusian in the district of Loel seems to enjoy a slightly fairer
distribution, at least officially, than in the district of Homel’ where Russian covers larger
space in educational institutions. However, students at school, just as on the Ukrainian
side of the border, tend to speak the mixed speech and/ or Russian among themselves and
in informal situational contexts.

Questions 37 to 39 conclude the block on language issues. In questions 37 and 38 re-
spondents were asked to indicate which language variety among Belarusian, dialect, Russian
and/ or mixed speech they select when they speak with the opposite sex: men with women
and women with men and, subsequently, to assign a percentage. On the other hand, question
39 simply asked to assign a percentage to those, between men and women, who, in the re-
spondents’ opinion, more frequently use the local dialect as the main communicative source.
Questions 37 and 38 were only partially answered while all respondents answered question 39
(cfr. GRAPHIC 9). A clear majority of respondents (63%) specified that both men and women

7 Also, see: Tavarystva belaruskaj skoly, <http://news.tut.by/society/246883.html> (latest
access: 03.05.2021).
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GRAPHIC 9. Dialect Use Between Men and Women
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make equal use of the dialect; 25% indicated women as more often turning to dialect, and
12% answered men. By and large, these answers reflect the results previously obtained in the
districts of Homel’ and Ripky. In the latter district, however, the absolute majority of respon-
dents claimed an equal use of dialect between men and women, and only an insignificant per-
centage claimed that men more often turn to the local dialect in everyday communication.

3.4. Media and Language Selection

Questions 24 to 29 can be interpreted as a kind of semi-distractors since they asked
about the relation between language selection and people’s habits, preferences in the choice
of TV programmes, reading materials, internet and social media.

Russian clearly prevails over Belarusian in the mass and social media. Belarusian cov-
ers no more than a small percentage of the communicative space?®. This is, at least officially,
in evident contrast with the Ukrainian situation where teenagers and students have access
to a relatively high percentage (75%) of Ukrainian broadcasting and internet sites®.

As to the language of TV (question 25), the absolute majority of respondents (80%)
stated that they regularly watch television. A small minority, made up of students and very
old people, (20%) affirmed they do not watch television at all. The choice of programmes,
especially for those respondents who live in the proximity of the Ukrainian border, is rela-

® A specific law regulating the ‘quotas’ in broadcasting activities is most likely inexistent.

The only recent data are on the percentual use of Belarusian in press, journals and books in the pe-
riod 1918-2018 (cfr. Rasinski 2019), <https://belinstitute.com/sites/biss.newmediahost.info/files/
attached-files/2019-2-18%20Mova_Rasinski_FINALIS.pdf> (12.06.2020). Noteworthy is the fact
that this page is not yet available or it has been deleted (latest access 02.05.2021).

% Cfr. Article 24 on the State Language in Broadcasting Activities (Tv and Radio) (Ukr. Aep-
*KaBHa MoBa y cdepi TeacbaucHHs i pasiomosacHHs), <hteps://zakon.rada.gov.ua/laws/show/2704-
19> (11.06.2020).
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tively ample. These people have simultaneously access to Belarusian, Ukrainian and Russian
channels. However, Russian continues to be the most popular choice even in the district
of Loet with 56% of preferences; Belarusian follows with 44%. One needs to differentiate
between those interviewees who sporadically search for broadcasting in Belarusian (16%
of 44%) and those who more constantly claimed to be watching Belarusian programmes
(30%). The preference assigned to Russian is also a direct consequence of the limited num-
ber of programmes in Belarusian. Belarusian state channels mainly broadcast in Russian,
Belarusian is mainly confined to some commercials and news*’. Among the aforesaid re-
spondents, 12% of the interviewees admitted to frequently listening to and/or watching
programmes and films in Ukrainian* and 10% rarely. The percentage of those choosing
broadcasting in Ukrainian significantly differs from the situation witnessed so far in the
districts of Homel” and Ripky in relation to Belarusian (cfr. Del Gaudio 2020: 195). Relying
on these data, it can be said that Ukrainian enjoys a somewhat higher prestige in Belarus’
than Belarusian in Ukraine. This may depend on a series of factors: a) the more consistent
number of real speakers of Ukrainian; b) its longer and more consolidated literary and jour-
nalistic tradition; c) the territorial extension of the state and, last but not least, d) the fact
that Ukrainian enjoys the status of the only official language of the neighbouring country.

Question (27) about “the language in which people read the press and books” does
not substantially alter the picture reported above, particularly with reference to Belaru-
sian and Russian. In fact 60% of all respondents sometimes read a newspaper or a journal.
People of the middle-older generation tend to read more regularly than the younger gen-
erations who make a larger use of internet and social networks. A small majority (40%)
occasionally reads local papers and books in Russian; 28% claimed to read occasionally in
Belarusian: what sort of literature, though, remained unspecified. It was objectively dif-
ficult to find Belarusian press in newsstands not only in Loeti but also in Homel’*. As to
Ukrainian, 8% admitted to rarely turn to Ukrainian press. This last outcome slightly differs
from the results of the districts of Homel’ and Ripky where almost no one appeared to be
interested in reading the neighbour’s language.

3.5. Nationality, Identity and Language

For the sake of brevity, questions 30 and 31 about language and identity (self-identifi-
cation) will not be examined here in detail. Nevertheless, after a preliminary assessment of

+ The TV channel Belsat (Bel. Belsat, Pol. Biefsat) which broadcasts in Belarusian language
is based in Poland. It covers most of the fomer USSR but it is unavailable in Belarus. Other senders,
e.g. euroradio.fm; radyé svaboda (Czech Republic) are also subject to contigent restrictions and are
mainly addressed to an intellectual élite who often coincides with the political opposition.

# These people probably have relatives in Ukraine, they could be of Ukrainian origin or they
live in border towns along/ on the opposite site of the river Dnipro.

4> Personal observation 2017-2018.
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available data and on the basis of analogous studies, it can be stated that most respondents
consider themselves Belarusians independently from the language they speak. A similar
attitude to language and identity can be found in the district of Ripky (Ukraine) and
Homel’ (Del Gaudio 2020: 198). In contrast to the preceding Ukrainian survey, however,
respondents did not directly express themselves about their identification with a specific
ethnic-cultural identity such as for example: East Slavic, Russian, European etc. (question
32). In general terms all respondents recognized their belonging to the Belarusian nation.
Question 33 about “the sense of ‘Belarusianness’ in connection with a series of related vari-
ables such as place of birth, Belarusian origin, citizenship, respect of the law etc.” as for the
district of Homel’ was left unanswered by the large majority of respondents.

4. Towards a Final Conclusion

The analysis of the most essential aspects characterizing the language situation in the
rural district of Loeti temporarily concludes a piece of research devoted to the language
situation across neighbouring border areas.

The methodological design adopted for the collection of language (dialect) and social
data in the district of Loett (cfr. § 1.) does not substantially differ from the approach used
for the adjacent areas of Ripky and Homel The main difference consisted in the time avail-
able for each concrete field situation and logistic-organizational circumstances (cfr. Del
Gaudio 2018b, 2020: 178-179).

Hence the necessity of conducting in the future additional fieldwork on the Belaru-
sian side of the border. However, despite the lack of additional social data and some in-
formational gaps concerning a) the “relation between the local dialect(s) and the mixed
speech”; b) “a more accurate perceptual assessment of the local dialect”; ¢) “language, na-
tionality and identity’, a certain degree of reliable generalization can be accomplished.

The language selection in the surveyed rural areas essentially rotates around the fol-
lowing varieties: a) the local dialect(s); b) the B-Russian with some local (regional) features
that also would deserve a closer examination and c) forms of mixed speech (linguistically
known as Belarusian-Russian mixed speech or, in some specialist literature as “Trasjanka”).
The latter variety could also include Ukrainian features, more evident in the speech of the
middle-older generations where the process of dialect shift towards Russian is still under-
way. This last point also requires further research.

The entire rural territory is therefore characterized by an overlapping of different lan-
guage codes, whose realization depends on a series of more or less interrelated variables.
The local dialect(s)* are chiefly spoken by the older generations (66+) and best preserved
by the oldest respondents (75+). This age group tends to be more aware of the (structural-
lexical) similarities with the neighbouring languages, e.g. Ukrainian, Belarusian and Rus-
sian. However, the strong urbanization waves which intensified in the second half of the

#  They are still being analysed.
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th

20" century in all the former Soviet Union, along with the constant process of intense
standardization, especially in favour of Russian, have noticeably reduced the use of dialects,
triggering a dialectal levelling towards standard forms. The local dialect(s), in the entire
examined area, is no longer the main source of everyday communication as might have
been the case until the end of 1950s, when the collection of most dialectal Atlases had been
already completed.

The compared figures showed that about half of respondents select dialect in every-
day life in both the rural areas of Loett (44%) and Ripky (49%) but less consistently in
the district of Homel’ (26%). It should be pointed out that significant variation between
the first two results and that obtained in Homel partly depends on the lower number of
questionnaires returned for the Homel’ area. The language options of the other half of
respondents, especially those whose age ranged between 36 and 65, disclosed a more com-
plex picture. This is in fact the population layer that may use the full scale of varieties with
a preference for mixed speech in non-formal contexts, e.g. family, friends, (also considering
the variable education). The linguistic characteristics of the mixed speech, especially in re-
lation to the local dialects, still need to be studied for the Belarusian dialectal area. On the
contrary, for the Ukrainian side, as already argued, the attempt at drawing a line differenti-
ating local dialects from language mix is somewhat less complex. At present, however, the
differentiation between Belarusian local dialects and forms of mixed speech goes beyond
the scope of this paper.

Speakers of the middle and, above all, younger generations (14 to 35), unless they have
a specific philological-linguistic background or a well-developed language consciousness, are
less aware of the Ukrainian component in the ‘Belarusian’ dialects and / or of the Belarusian
component in the ‘Ukrainian’ dialects. Young generations, with a few exceptions, tend to
assimilate their local dialect to the BRMS in Belarus’ and to UrRMs in Ukraine. In addition,
young speakers, contrary to the assessment expressed by the middle and older generations
who are more aware of the Belarusian and / or Ukrainian features in their language) are in-
clined to associate their dialect or, more likely, mixed speech to the ‘roof” languages of their
respective ‘national’ areas: Belarusian and Russian or Ukrainian and Russian.

Russian remains for the entire border region the main language of interethnic com-
munication and it is widely used in most semi-formal situational contexts with a different
gradience of frequency and distribution between the Ukrainian and Belarusian districts.
Yet, in the Ripky area a growing minority of well-educated young speakers consciously opt-
ing for the ‘national’ language tend to characterize the Ripky district over the last decade,
whereas young language ‘patriots” are definitely rarer and more isolated in the Belarusian
part of the border.

As to language selection in mass- and social media, the following generalization is
possible: the state languages (in the case of the Belarusian districts this is Russian) domi-
nate in TV programmes, Internet, social media, press and literature. Nevertheless, a small
minority of informants likewise watches Ukrainian TV in Belarus’ and Belarusian TV in
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Ukraine. On both sides of the border, though, one notes a tendency to avoid reading in the
‘national’ language of the bordering land.

Another common cross-regional discrepancy can be observed in the option about
first language and native language (mother tongue). When the question is about the moth-
er language, the number of respondents who chose Belarusian in Belarus’ and Ukrainian in
Ukraine noticeably increased, followed by Russian and local dialect(s).

The issues of language in relation to social and national identity have been marginally
dealt with for the Belarusian districts in consequence of the limited number of answers.

The points discussed in this study will be further developed in a successive stage of
research. This will be necessary in order to give a more comprehensive interpretation of the
language situation of the entire border area.

Literature
Avanesall 1964 R.L Avanesati, Narysy pa belaruskaj dyjalektalohii, Minsk 196 4.
Bevzenko 198s: S.E. Bevzenko, K voprosu o kriterijach razgranicenija ukrainsko-belo-

russkich porubeznych govorov, in: Tezysy dokladov i soobséenij 111 Res-
publikanskoj konferencii, 1, Homel 198s, pp. 10-12.

Blinava, Mjacel'skaja 1980: E.D. Blinava, E.S. Mjacel'skaja, Belaruskaja dyjalektalohija, Minsk

1980.

Buzuk 1926: P.A. Buzuk, Vzajemovidnosyny miz ukrajinskoju ta biloruskoju mo-
vamy, in: “Zapysky istoryéno-filolohi¢noho viddilu’, v11, 1926, 6, pp.
421-426.

Del Gaudio 2013a: S. Del Gaudio, Zwischen Ukrainisch und Weifsrussisch: nordukraini-

sche (polessische) Ubergangsdialekte des linken Ufers, “Wiener Slawis-
tischer Almanach”, LXXI1, 2013, pp. 35-54-

Del Gaudio 2013b: S. Del Gaudio, Russian as a Non-Dominant Variety in Post-Soviet
States: A Comparison, in: R. Muhr ez al. (eds.), Exploring Lingui-
stic Standards in Non-Dominant Varieties of Pluricentric Languages,
Frankfurt am Main e 4/. 2013, pp. 343-363.

Del Gaudio 2014: S. Del Gaudio, Per un approccio preliminare ai dialetti di transizione
ucraino-bielorussi, in: A. Bonola, P. Cotta Ramusino, L. Goletiani (a
cura di), Studi italiani di linguistica slava. Strutture, uso e acquisizio-
ne, Firenze 2014, pp. 273-288.

Del’ Gaudio 2015a: S. Del’ Gaudio, Ukrainsko-russkaja smeSannaja re€ “suriyk” v sisteme
vzaimodejstvija ukrainskogo i russkogo jazykov, “Slovéne’, 1v, 2015, 2,
pp- 211-246.



164

Salvatore Del Gaudio

Del Gaudio 2015b:

Del Gaudio 2017:

Del Gaudio 2018a:

Del Gaudio 2018b:

Del Gaudio 2020:

Del Gaudio 2022:

Durnovo et al. 1915:

Hancov 1928:

Hentschel, Kittel 2011:

Hentschel 2017:

Kittel ez al. 2018:

Marcéleti 2005:

S. Del Gaudio, The Concept of “Dialect” in the East Slavic Tradi-
tion and in Western European Languages, “Aktualni problemy
ukrajins’koji linhvistyky. Teorija i praktyka / Current Issues of Ukrai-
nian Linguistics: Theory and Practice”, XXIX, 2015, pp. 7-20.

S. Del Gaudio, 4% introduction to Ukrainian Dialectology, Frankfurt
am Main ez al. 2017 (= Wiener Slawistischer Almanach, Sonderband

94).

S. Del Gaudio, Recent Changes in the Linguistic Landscape of
Cernihiv, “Slov”jans’kyj svit, 2018, 17, pp. 83-94.

S. Del Gaudio, Between Three Languages, Dialects and Forms of
Mixed Speech: Language and Dialect Contacts in Ukrainian-Belaru-
sian Transitional Area, in: L. Salmon, G. Ziffer, M.G. Ferro (a cura
di), Contributi italiani al xv1 Congresso Internazionale degli Slavisti.
(Belgrado, 20-27 agosto 2018), Firenze, pp. 79-93.

S. Del Gaudio, Language Situation in the District of Ripky ( Cernihiv),
“Russian Linguistics”, XL1V, 2020, 2, 2020, pp. 177-201, DOI: <https://
doi.org/Io.Ioo7/511185—o7_o-o92_26-x>.

S. Del Gaudio, Language Situation in the District of Homel’ (Belarus),
“Die Welt der Slaven”, forthcoming,.

N.N. Durnovo, N.N. Sokolov, D.N. Usakov, Opyr dialektologiceskoj
karty russkogo jazyka v Evrope, Moskva 1915 (= Trudy Moskovskoj
dialekeologi¢eskoj komissii, 5).

V. Hancov, Dialektni mezi na Cernihivséyni. Zapysky Ukrajinskoho
naukovoho tovarystva v Kyjevi, in: M. HruSevs'kyj (red.), Cernihiv i
pivnicne LivoberezZja. Obljady, rozvidky, materialy, xx111, Kyjiv 19238,
pp- 261-280.

G. Hentschel, B. Kittel, Weifsrussische Dreisprachigkeit? Zur sprachli-
chen Situation in WeifSrussland auf der Basis von Urteilen von Weifs-
russen iiber die Verbreitung “ihrer Sprachen” im Lande, in: S. Kemp-
gen, T. Reuther (Hrsg.), Slavistische Linguistik, Miinchen 2011 (=
“Wiener Slawistischer Almanach’, 67), pp. 107-13s.

G. Hentschel, Eleven Questions and Answers about Belarusian-Rus-
sian Mixed Speech (“Trasjanka’), “Russian Linguistics’, XLI, 2017, 1,
pp- 17-42, DOT: <https://doi.org/10.1007/511185-016-9175-8>.

B. Kittel, D. Lindner, M. Briiggemann, J.P. Zeller, G. Hentschel,
Sprachkontakt — Sprachmischung — Sprachwahl — Sprachwechsel. Eine

sprachsoziologische Untersuchung der weifSrussisch-russisch gemischten
Rede “Trasjanka” in Weifsrussland, Berlin ez al. 2018.

SV. Marcélet, Harady i véski Belarusi, in: H.P. Paskou (hal. réd.),
Encyk/ﬂpedyja, 11. Homel'skaja voblasc’, Minsk 2005, p. s20.


https://doi.org/10.1007/s11185-020-09226-x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11185-020-09226-x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11185-016-9175-8

Language Situation in the District of Loeil 165

Milroy, Gordon 2003:
Tolstaja 2017:

Woolhiser 2012:

Zeller, Levikin 2016:

Zeller, Sitchinava 2019:

Zylko 1953:

L. Milroy, M. Gordon, Sociolinguistics: Method and Interpretation,
London 2003.

S.M. Tolstaja, Etnolingvisticeskoe izucenie Polesja. 1995-2016gg. (Ob-
zor). “Slovéne’, V1, 2017, 2, pp. 686-706.

C. Woolhiser, “Belarusian Russian”: Sociolinguistic Status and Dis-
cursive Representations, in: R. Muhr (ed.), Non-dominant Varieties of
Pluricentric Languages. Getting the Picture. In memory of Prof. Mi-
chael Clyne, Wien et al. 2012, pp. 227-262.

J.P. Zeller, D. Levikin, Die Muttersprachen junger WeifSrussen. IThr
symbolischer Gebalt und ibr Zusammenhang mit sozialen Faktoren
und dem Sprachgebrauch in der Familie, “Wiener Slavistisches Jahr-
buch”, 1v (N.E.), 2016, pp. 114-14 4.

J.P. Zeller, D. Sitchinava, The Russian Language in Belarus and
Ukraine, in: A. Mustajoki, E. Protassova, M. Yelenevskaya (eds.), Zhe
Soft Power of the Russian Language. Pluricentricity, Politics and Poli-
cies, London-New York 2019, pp. 108-122.

ET. Zylko, Perechidni hovirky vid ukrajinskoji do bilorus'koji movy v
pivnicno-zachidnych rajonach Cernibivséyny, “Dialekrolohiényj bju-
leten”, 1v, 1953, pp. 7-20.

ELECTRONIC SOURCES

<https://www.minregion.gov.ua/press/news/novi-rajony-karty-
sklad/> (latest access: 08.04.21).

<http://www.encyclopediaofukraine.com/display.asp?linkpath=pa
ges%sCP%sCO%sCPolisia.htm> (latest access: 28.04.21).

<https://bewikipedia.org/wiki/Pyuaéyxa> (latest access: 10.04.21).
<http://loev.gomel-region.by/by/> (latest access: 02.05.21).

<https://archive.is/20120523225241/belstat.gov.by/homep/ru/
perepic/2009/itogir.php> (latest access: 02.05.21).
<https://belstat.gov.by/by/statystyka/demagrafichnaya-i-satsyyal-
naya-statystyka/adukatsyya/> (latest access: 02.05.21).
<https://belinstitute.com/sites/biss.newmediahost.info/files/at-
tached-files/2019-2-18%20Mova_Rasinski_ FINALIS.pdf> (first ac-
cess: 12.06.20; page removed: latest access: 02.05.21).

<https://zakon.rada.gov.ua/laws/show/2704-19>  (latest access:
11.06.20).

<http://news.tut.by/society/2.46883.html> (latest access:
03.05.2021).


https://www.minregion.gov.ua/press/news/novi-rajony-karty-sklad/
https://www.minregion.gov.ua/press/news/novi-rajony-karty-sklad/
http://www.encyclopediaofukraine.com/display.asp?linkpath=pages%5CP%5CO%5CPolisia.htm
http://www.encyclopediaofukraine.com/display.asp?linkpath=pages%5CP%5CO%5CPolisia.htm
https://be.wikipedia.org/wiki/<0420><0443><0447><0430><0451><045E><043A><0430>
http://loev.gomel-region.by/by/
https://archive.is/20120523225241/belstat.gov.by/homep/ru/perepic/2009/itogi1.php
https://archive.is/20120523225241/belstat.gov.by/homep/ru/perepic/2009/itogi1.php
https://belstat.gov.by/by/statystyka/demagrafichnaya-i-satsyyalnaya-statystyka/adukatsyya/
https://belstat.gov.by/by/statystyka/demagrafichnaya-i-satsyyalnaya-statystyka/adukatsyya/
https://belinstitute.com/sites/biss.newmediahost.info/files/attached-files/2019-2-18%20Mova_Rasinski_FINALIS.pdf
https://belinstitute.com/sites/biss.newmediahost.info/files/attached-files/2019-2-18%20Mova_Rasinski_FINALIS.pdf
https://zakon.rada.gov.ua/laws/show/2704-19
http://news.tut.by/society/246883.html

166 Salvatore Del Gaudio

Abstract

Salvatore Del Gaudio
The Language Situation in the District of Loeit (Belarus’)

The article describes the language situation in the rural district of Loeti in Belarus) focusing on
dialect use, especially in relation to other language varieties. The study of this border region, sepa-
rated from the former Ripky district in Ukraine (Region of Cernihiv) by the river Dnipro, is part
of a more extensive research project. The latter includes the segment of the Polissian geo-linguistic
macro-region situated between Belarus” and Ukraine but not distant from the Russian Federation.
Different language varieties co-exist in this border area whose use and distribution is determined
by a number of related variables. The analysis and the illustration of data will be preceded by an
outline of the methodological design and by a short account of the geo-linguistic context typifying
the district of Loet.
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