Armed to the Tweet. Social Media and the War in Ukraine: Shaping Narratives of Self-
Understanding and Self-Determination.

Abstract

All wars create narratives that give societies the ability to imagine and be imagined. In the
ongoing war in Ukraine, such narratives have been a crucial component of self-identification,
justification, motivation and defiance in the current battle for Ukraine. Moreover, the war in
Ukraine illustrates how social media influences those narratives, and how the war is reported
on, experienced and understood. The metanarratives of greater powers, i.e., of the West and
Russia on who has the right to control post-soviet space of Eastern Europe, on the enforcing of
neutrality or on the possible solutions to the war, do not prioritise the interests of Ukraine. This
article explores the narratives of Ukrainian Twitter users, activists, journalists and academics.
Data were collected by gathering Twitter posts, at a few points in time shortly after the start of
the war, resulting in the collection of over 3,000 Twitter messages. The analysis draws a picture
of Ukrainians’ self-understanding and self-determination in this historical moment and seems

to act as a response to those who deny Ukraine the agency to define its own vision for its future.
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Introduction

Geopolitics reveals itself in the form of meta-narratives that govern our thinking as they
provide simpler explanations for complex problems (Agnew 2003). The dominant narrative on
the conflict in Ukraine depicts it merely as a struggle between Russia and the West, two

imperial forces that fight for their sphere of influence and world domination. This narrative



gives Ukraine no civilizational choice, framing the country as a pawn that needs to await the
effect of the power struggle when one of two alternative visions for its future will be decided:
democracy or dictatorship, sovereignty, or subordination, European or Russian (Surzhko-
Harned and Zahuranec 2017). Wars, however, undermine the geopolitical status quo that rests
on the pillars of the narratives and create new ones. Certainly, the war Russia is waging in
Ukraine is doing just that (Butcher 2022). When the framings of narratives disintegrate, there
is a demand for new interpretations, for alternative discourses that would frame new
geopolitical narratives (Murphy et al 2004; Bachmann and Moisio 2020). However,
geopolitical narratives often ignore the perspectives of the actors and people who experience
the geopolitical forces. In this article, we focus on a particular group of Ukrainian voices that
are articulated on Twitter, expressed within a dialogue with its Western public/Twitter users.
We bring their reflections on the new emerging narratives on self-understanding and self-
determination of these Ukrainian voices as they respond directly to the dominant geopolitical
discourses. We build on postcolonial theory as it provides a lens to see more clearly a specific
dynamic in the conversations with the Western counterparts (Bhabha 2014) — and we focus on
the postcolonial demand to shift the epistemology from its Eurocentric location to non-Western
localities and resistance to the power imbalances in knowledge production and dissemination.

Postcolonial scholars have stressed how Western dominance was built on the crucial
assumption that modernity is an unique Western concept and rooted in a particular historical
and geographical context (Mayblin et al 2016). It anchored knowledge production as the
bedrock of social and political thought, separating Europe from the rest of the globe and making
some civilizations be seen as "behind", stuck in the past, or just not modern (Bhambra 2007;
Miiller 2020). Scholars from different, often formerly colonized contexts, analysed forms of
inequalities, extraction and domination in knowledge production and representation (Bhambra

et al., 2018; Holmwood 2011; Shilliam 2016; Tilley 2017; Freire 2014 [1968]; Hooks 1994).



Writing about the Eastern-Western tensions in knowledge production, Buchowski (2004) noted
that the field of postsocialist studies is mainly a product of Western scholarship, in which
Eastern intellectual traditions are completely dismissed, while a set of discursive practices are
used to shape the perception of Eastern Europe: ‘This hierarchical dichotomy between the two,
and its continuous perpetuation, demonstrates the powerful cultural hegemony at play.
Discursive entrenchment allows more powerful groups to define those that are less powerful’
(Buchowski 2004:12). This evokes intellectual domination of the West, the perpetuation of
hierarchies of knowledge, and the creation of a one-way street in the flow of ideas (Buchowski
2006, Tlostanova 2015). These Eastern-Western dynamics in academia continue to be at play
when Eastern European scholars supply data and local insights, while Western scholars
theorize them and subsequently produce the knowledge (Ishchenko 2022). The current
'decolonization' moment and the unexpected attention paid to Ukraine provide an opening for
reevaluating this connection (Ishchenko 2022).

Decolonial or postcolonial perspectives are entangled in Ukraine. Over the last 30
years, Ukrainian politics reflected the struggle for decolonization. Examination of Ukrainian
history shows colonial subjection and cultural suppression by the imperial centres and
illustrates the struggle between victims and oppressors - the Mongol-Tatar, Polish-Lithuanian
Commonwealth, the Russian Empire, the Soviet Union and now the Russian Federation (Sakwa
2015; Charron 2018). This history of colonization and oppression has left profound wounds in
the region and impacted Ukrainians’ identity. The Maidan Revolution of 2013-2014 and the
events that ensued revealed the struggles of a decolonized state to establish autonomy in
opposition to its former metropole. Maidan as a new era of liberation from foreign hegemonic
power and communal traditions, marked by self-sacrificing heroes, collaborative
improvisations, and clever self-organization in Ukraine, is seen as a new beginning of hybrid

identities (Gerasimov 2014). Dynamic hybridity, underdeveloped by postcolonial theory



(Bhabha 2005; Bhambra 2007; Spivak 1988), offers a practical political solution for a diverse
and multidimensional society like Ukraine, not framed by an essentialist, nation-centred fixed
identities from the twentieth century (Gerasimov 2014).

Our study's first research question investigates how this new dynamic hybridity shows up in
the discourse of a group of Ukrainian Twitter users when they write about their self-
understanding at the start of the Russian invasion of Ukraine. We followed Brubaker & Cooper
(2000) and focused on ‘self-understanding’ as a socially and culturally organized imagination
of being, and connected this with the significant body of scholarship devoted to the topic of
Ukrainian identity, that explores shifts within national, ethnic, linguistic, and regional identity
construction, at critical junctures or historical moments of mobilisation (Kulyk 2016; Onuch,
Hale & Sasse; Penkala, Lietaert & Derluyn 2020; D’Anieri 2022 Barrington 2022;
Nedozhogina 2021; Sereda 2020; Sasse & Lackner 2020|). Subsequently, we consider the
second question of who is allowed to speak in order to assert self-determination, a question
directly exploring the power relations and engaging with the knowledge production and the
postcolonial critique of Eastern/Western relationships. Self-determination we understand as the
agency and the right to determine the course of life and to pursue own values and interests, as
an individual and as a nation.

Methodology

To answer these questions above, data was gathered by collecting tweets from Ukrainian
activists, journalists, and academics involved in conversations and dialogue with thinkers,
politicians and the general public in Western Europe and the USA. Many researchers have
turned to studying social media to understand processes unfolding in Ukraine, happening at
neck-break speed amidst the war (Democracy Reporting International 2022; Gaufman 2022;

Makhortykh and Sydorova 2017), building on existing scholarship on the role of social media



during and after the Maidan Revolution (Makhortykh and Sydorova 2017; Onuch 2015;
Wijermars & Lokot 2022).

Twitter was chosen because it is considered a key element of digital infrastructure in
the West, and therefore, serving as a platform for Ukrainian journalists, politicians, activists,
organizations, and government institutions to broadcast their message and spark discussion,
delivering real-time coverage and comments of online events, and also acting as a virtual town
hall (Pew Research Center 2015; Klein 2022). Twitter may not be the most popular platform
for Ukrainian engagement, but it does function as a forum for Ukrainians to engage with the
Western public at large, and therefore, a space where ideas about self-understanding and the
right to speak are voiced towards this audience. This platform offers a range of other
advantages, such as its horizontal structure, speed and ability to bring attention to important
issues. It also provides users with the opportunity to track and analyze what other people are
sharing, giving valuable insights into the relevancy and credibility of information (Barnard
2018). Its limitations refer mostly to Twitter's success model - it is driven by views and clicks,
with algorithms carefully crafted to display content that is most likely to grab the user's
attention, leading to difficult topics being discussed poorly, mostly because a message becomes
most popular when it attracts both, positive and negative attention (Salmon 2018; Klein 2022).
Information from Twitter became quickly an accessible source to those all around the world,
who wanted to know how the war in Ukraine is unfolding, and how it is experienced by
Ukrainians. Analysts and traditional news outlets alike relied heavily on data collected from
social media posts (Opora 2022; Democracy Reporting International 2022). Twitter also served
as a forum for framing issues and for witnessing a social change in a historic moment, while
the official media and elite sources couldn’t operate as they did before the war (Surzhko-

Harned & Zahuranec 2017).



For data collection, we employed the technique of purposive sampling, the deliberate
selection of informants based on their interactions and engagement with the topic (Bernard
2002, Lewis & Sheppard 2006). Data were collected at a few points in time shortly after the
start of the war in Ukraine, from 24 February, 2022 until 30 April, 2022; from 1 June, 2022
until 30 June, 2022; from 15 August, 2022 until 15 October 15, 2022.

The data gathering resulted in the collection of over 3,000 Twitter messages, which
were exported and de-identified. Most of the selected messages were written in English
language and a small section was written in the Ukrainian language. The messages in Ukrainian
were automatically translated by the translation feature within the Twitter application. The
quotes appearing in the article were paraphrased to ensure anonymity for Twitter users.
Subsequently, these messages were coded and analyzed using the content analysis method
(Krippendorff 1980; Fielding & Lee 1999; Hsieh & Shannon 2005) to determine the presence
of certain themes and concepts that emerged. Later, the data were analyzed on the basis of the
following questions: (1) What do Ukrainian Twitter users say about who they are (2) Who is
allowed to speak? This analytical step yielded approximately 600 messages and resulted in
identifying narratives about self-understanding and self-determination.

It is only fitting that in writing about the limits of Western-focused knowledge
production, the authors would acknowledge their own historical and cultural situatedness that
creates assumptions and determines the questions we ask. The first author is originally from
Poland, however, lived for several years in Belgium and is embedded within Western academic
institutions, a position that reflects an in-betweenness. The second and third authors are
Western scholars based in Western academia.

Findings

Narratives of self-understanding — What do Ukrainian Twitter users say about who they are?



We found several popular themes in the narratives of self-understanding: who can belong to
the nation, the importance of values in self-understanding, and the denial of ethnic or linguistic
claims as the markers of Ukrainianess. Most Twitter users rejected historically charged debates
with the Russian Federation President Putin’s (Kreml, 2021) interpretations of history
perpetrated by Russian propaganda, as one of them said:
‘I refuse to engage with the claim that a baptism centuries ago determined my national
identity and the identity of all Ukrainians. What does it matter?’
History has been weaponized by Russia in the war against Ukraine with the war rhetoric, that
pushes the narrative of “brotherly nations”, and narratives of “genocide” against Russian
speakers in the east of Ukraine, or the need for the “denazification” of Ukrainian politics
(Allison 2014, Snyder 2022). The notion that Ukraine is filled with Russian speakers and
therefore is filled with Russians who need to be “liberated” was enraging and vigorously fought
by Twitter users, one captured the frustration with this exact narrative:
‘[ have reservations regarding the claims made by foreign experts about the existence
of language tensions in Ukraine, particularly in light of the explanations given by
Ukrainians themselves, who assert the absence of such tensions. It is obvious that
Ukraine is currently undergoing a transformative phase, wherein a significant number
of Russian speakers are transitioning to the Ukrainian language. Also, even those
individuals who are not involved in this linguistic shift still recognise and value the
significance of the Ukrainian language.
1t is critical for people from other nations to show respect for the procedures happening
within Ukraine and the decisions made by our government, as these choices are merely
indicative of trends in society. This involves understanding the consequences that result
from Ukraine's colonial history and the increasing significance placed upon our native

language, culture, and historical heritage.’



As aresult of the Russian aggression, since 2014, there has been a gradual shift toward speaking
Ukrainian. Twitter users asserted that many Russian-speaking Ukrainians have switched to
Ukrainian. Some Twitter users were referring to the Russian language as the “language of the
enemy”’, announcing their switch from native Russian speaker to the Ukrainian language, but
most didn’t declare strong opposition to Russian culture or language, as one user pointed out:
‘I am proficient in both languages, but I am choosing Ukrainian above Russian’.
In online conversations, the respondents referred to something else than ethnicity, language, or
history as a marker of their Ukrainian identity. They wrote about the feeling of unity and being
in this tragedy together, sharing a purpose as they answered the calls to action to save the
country by volunteering in the military service and volunteering in organizations that support
the military or humanitarian efforts. This active participation gave the feeling of connection
that united them despite the horror they were going through, as illustrated by the following two
quotes:
‘What does being Ukrainian entail? It means that you could die at any time: on a bus,
in a car, in a shopping mall, in a school, in a hospital, in your flat, at the office or while
riding your bike, but you still choose to do what you had planned. As a librarian,
archivist, and museum director, you attempt to save or conceal the artefacts
documenting Ukraine's history and culture. As a teacher, you report to your school and
teach a Europe-wide online class. As a nurse, physician, social worker, and volunteer,
you care for people who are ill, disabled, and displaced. Everyone has a purpose, which
unites us.
‘It is very difficult to explain the mood of the population in short phrases - this is the

’

pain of betrayal of neighbours’ "friendly" Slavic peoples, and anger at the occupier,
and the horror of what is being experienced, and fear of the uncertainty of the future.

But, in 98% there is an unshakable faith in victory, in our army, in our own strength.



Few remain detached from these events. Everyone is doing their part. Even the elderly
with very little means are donating money to help the cause. Women and children are
volunteering (...) .
Many Twitter users had similar reflections on the connection between people and
understanding of what it means to be Ukrainian. This self-reflection built on the experiences
from the Maidan Revolution, with its profound and lasting effect on Ukrainian society, and the
culture of civic engagement (Onuch 2022; Onuch & Sasse 2016; Burlyuk & Shapovalova
2018). As a result of the revolution, more people became involved in politics and various civil
society organizations were formed, many of them dedicated to fighting corruption, advocating
for human rights, and providing social services (Gatskova & Gatskov 2016). Now, faced with
the existential threat, those networks grew stronger, as did the sense of unity around the idea
that everyone has to act. One volunteer at the Center for Humanitarian Aid explained:
‘Similar to how I felt at Maidan during the Revolution of Dignity in 2013-2014, I see
an incredible network of people, each with their own area of responsibility, doing small
things and contributing to a massive collective effort. This is what makes Ukraine so
exceptional. People are dynamic, change-agents, and each individual is a drop in the
ocean. Everyone has the ability to self-organization and initiative. It is remarkable.
Ukraine will triumph due to their efforts!’
The importance of values was another central theme in the messages and testimonials Twitter
users shared. People who realised how oblivious they were to the cost of freedom and peace,
how much they have learned about it since 2014 and more so since February 24, 2022. The
realization that they, Ukrainians, were directly responsible for their country's escape from
centuries of Russian tyranny and have actively chosen a democratic European future (Lowell
2021) is seen in the following message, which is one example of many tweets expressing a

similar sentiment:



‘At this point, we all know precisely what freedom feels like, what it smells like, and
why humans require it to live as opposed to merely exist." We have our own language,
culture, and history, and we have learned to honour Ukrainian heroes and celebrate
our national identity. We are not afraid of missiles, but we are afraid of losing our
freedom.’
The awareness of the historic moment was common. The message below is not a singular
observation, but this message was shared by many:
‘War has granted us the ability to comprehend the range of human emotions, from
excruciating pain to incredible pride. This experience is precious in a sense. We are
building a new nation.’
For these Ukrainian Twitter users and communicators, this historic experience was shaping
their national identities and influencing their future destinies, and agency and activism became
binding values. There were also voices present of those who have chosen to be Ukrainian and
embraced the new nation and are ready to sacrifice for it:
‘Ukraine represents inclusiveness. As someone who does not resemble a typical
Ukrainian, I've learned that Ukrainianness is exemplified through sacrifice, hard work
supporting Ukraine, living a certain set of values rooted in freedom, and accepting
collective responsibility for fellow Ukrainians.’
Narratives of Russians’ dependence on a strong, autocratic ruler were often juxta-positioned to
the freedom-loving Ukrainians, who were ready to sacrifice for it, as in the following quote:
‘If you work hard and sacrifice a great deal for Ukraine today, that is sufficient for me
to embrace your Ukrainianness in whatever form it comes, you cannot become a
Ukrainian merely by virtue of geography, ethnicity, or language, or by deciding so one

day. The birthplace or blood relationship may be a start, but they are not sufficient to
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qualify. You must embody Ukrainian values, make significant sacrifices, and work very

hard to become on.’

Narratives of self-determination — Who is allowed to speak?

Generally, the meta-narratives that dominated the public and academic discourse showed little
regard for Ukraine’s self-determination. This was apparent when Western leaders suggested
the neutrality of Ukraine and the provision of security guarantees to Russia in the run-up to the
war and right after the war began. This realpolitik of geopolitical powers deciding the destiny
of Ukraine became a manifestation of presumptuousness and ignited vigorous debates among
Ukrainian Twitter users. Those conversations illustrated the perception of self-determination
of the group.

‘I believe that the reason all Ukrainians feel so uncomfortable in the West is because we

know that allowing these "little nuances" to slide and fester leads to normalising narratives

that have historically resulted in centuries of oppression for our nation, and we can't let it

happen again'.

Ukrainian experts, mostly those who already lived in Western Europe, became present in
Western media outlets to speak about the developments in Ukraine. However, as many Twitter
users pointed out, they were almost always accompanied by a Western expert that would
validate (or not) the message, the analysis provided by the Ukrainian analyst/guest. The
Ukrainian speaker was there to convey the emotion and the Western expert was there to bring
the analysis. The process of inclusion of Ukrainian voices did not restructure the knowledge
production and the position of the Ukrainians within diverse Europe. Ukrainian academics were

not seen and as one of them expressed it:
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‘Ukrainians are not represented; instead, they are used as a token. And we want to tell
you that if Russian imperialism continues to exist, imperialism everywhere continues to
exist. And this must stop. We have felt the pain of seeing our whole country be invaded
by a neighbouring country - a country we, unfortunately, will forever share a border
with. We never want anyone else to feel that pain. My only hope for the future is that

people who have been ignored for years will finally be heard.’

This reflects what Spivak (1998) called the act of routine silencing of marginalized groups
(‘general, non-specialists, ’the tribals’ and ‘the other’) an act of ‘epistemic violence’. Dotson
(2011) built on this concept and wrote about silencing, calling it ‘testimonial quieting’,
contextualizing it to the situation when the crowd doesn’t recognize a speaker as an expert or
as someone ‘who knows’ (Collins 2000). Ukrainians, more broadly Eastern Europeans, are not
typically thought of as a “marginalized group”. However, they aren’t approached as those who
know and whose expertise the Western audience searches after. In a recent publication, Lewicki
examined representations of Eastern Europeans in West European political discourses and
showed that Eastern Europeans were imagined as a lesser breed, skilled manual workers, a
strain on public services, and criminal tricksters but were considered capable of ‘progression’
into West European standards (Lewicki 2023). The narratives of Twitter users indicated that
their voices need to be heard by the international audience. The lack of recognition in the
Western public debate of the right of Ukrainians to analyze their own war experience, without
being told that they are too emotional, conflict-affected, female or civilian without combat
experience, so too biased and non-rational for the international audience to receive the message
and trust it. This has become a conscious choice and continuous effort for Ukrainians to be
engaged in self-expression and the presentation of their own vision for Ukraine’s future as one

Twitter user phrased it:
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‘Thousands of Ukrainians who are fluent in English and have backgrounds in
education, media production, journalism, and other forms of communication spend
most of their free time reporting from the ground and making videos like TED talks.
People still don't think UA should get help or say "It's not clear.” People say Ukrainians
are biased while they report 24/7. This is funny because no one would ever say, ‘Oh,
you're from this country, so you must be biassed" to a US citizen reporting on the US
or a French citizen reporting on France. People will probably say, "Oh, you're from
this country, so you must know a few things about it.’
Different sentiments and frustrations were at play when Twitter users referred to a radical
misunderstanding of the Ukrainians often referred to in online conversations as brave or
‘badass warriors.” All those comments were not understood as complements or recognition,
but as a deep misunderstanding of Ukraine’s situation:
‘We should think about what makes ordinary Ukrainians into heroes when their
tenacity is admired. Is it possible to persuade Western Europeans to fight for their
country?’
Ukrainians explained that the collapse of their own state and submission to the Russian
occupation would mean torture, rape, filtration camps, forced russification, expropriation, and
death. Their assessment was based on what they had seen or witnessed in the occupied
territories of Ukraine. What Ukrainians say, why they are defiant:
‘Because we have no choice’.
The absence of Ukrainian voices before February 2022, resulted in an information gap and it
was unknown how Ukrainians planned to respond to the Russian aggression and That did not
help in comprehending how Ukrainians view themselves and their history.
Olesya Khromeychuk (2022) used the concept of epistemic mistrust when describing

the Western public’s attitude towards Ukraine. Epistemic trust, defined as the willingness to
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consider new knowledge as trustworthy and relevant (Fonagy 2016), was not offered to
Ukrainians before February 2022. Many Twitter users were particularly discouraged by this
lack of interest, one quote shows the bitterness shared by many:

‘We were to fall within three days. If anyone had any knowledge of Ukraine, they would

have realised that we would never surrender.’
The Western admiration of the Ukrainian bravery in the face of Russian aggression highlights
the poor understanding of the country, reflecting on what transforms common people into
heroes, but hereby miss one important building block that led to it: the Western public
seemingly missed the transformational nature of the Maidan revolution as the developmental
milestone in the formation of the Ukrainian society (Onuch 2015; Shore 2017; Khomeychuk
2022). All the breakthroughs — incremental changes in the policy of the Western states on the
support for Ukraine, sanctions and weapon delivery, followed the unprecedented suffering of
civilians — after the attack on Kyiv, Butcha, Irpin, and Vinnicya, coordinated attacks on most
cities and the civilian critical infrastructure. As one of the Twitter users stated:

‘Every commitment to deliver weapons follows yet another massacre and war crime

committed by Russians.” As if we needed to demonstrate with our blood and shock with

images of suffering in order to receive defensive weapons.’
This was precisely the epistemic mistrust's effects on the Western states' capacity to engage
with Ukrainians. Only after Ukrainians proved they do have the skills and the strong will to
fight and defend their country, the delivery of weapons followed. It was marked by the sacrifice
of Ukrainians as the ‘red lines’ and the definition of ‘escalatory’ have been changing over time.

Geopolitics and its meta-narratives allow the West and Russia to express their views
but it will be Ukrainians, who will be dealing with the long-term effects of this conflict. Many
Twitter users argued that the voice of Ukrainians is essential to be heard but their perspectives

were not given the consideration they deserved:
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‘When people cite Russia's "legitimate security concerns," I urge them to consider the
Ukrainian perspective. Now is my opportunity to be dismissed... To them, I am a naive
Ukrainian girl who discusses insignificant people.’
Despite the strong support of the West to Ukraine, there were alliances of influential thinkers
and politicians in the West (realists, pacifists, left-leaning academics) who suggested that the
current conflict stems from the exclusion of Russia from meaningful partnerships since the end
of Cold War (Sakwa 2015; Mearsheimer 2022). Russia demanded a version of the Monroe
Doctrine, which asserted its own spheres of influence and barred other actors from interfering
in its claimed territory. While Western thinkers may have been criticizing past wrongs by
pointing to Western expansionism, they have, in fact, been denying Eastern European countries
a voice in geopolitics and denying their agency (Mélksoo 2022). The following quote addresses
the experience of insecurity:
‘People in Eastern European countries live in fear of being wiped off the map;, it shapes
our daily lives, how we plan for the future, and how we view our place in history.
If security denotes certainty about the existence of the collective Self,' our desire for
security cannot be equated to how security is perceived in Russia or the West. Those
who characterize this war as a result of NATO encroachment on Russia's sphere of
influence completely overlook this. 'Realists' will argue that this is the way the world
is. But it isn't. The world is only this way if individuals act on their conviction that it is
this way. The argument goes between 'Cold War fighters' on the right and peace
activists on the left instead of listening to people in Ukraine who suffer as a result of
Russian aggression. Stop ‘Westsplaining’.
The calls for Ukraine's neutrality and prompt peace negotiations were effectively negating the

nation's right to sovereign choices, according to Twitter users.
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‘We are putting everything on the line to defend our democratic right to elect our own

leaders and live in freedom and peace. The attacked side is pressured to negotiate a

ceasefire at any cost and to seek a settlement at an inconvenient time. International

law prohibits the use of force and invalidates any treaties imposed under duress.’
Conclusions
Our study shows the shift in the formulation of self-understanding amongst the group of
Ukrainian thinkers on Twitter. These findings are insufficient to make statements about
Ukrainians in general, or the distribution of attitudes among the Ukrainian population.
However, we focused in our study on what happens “in the contact zones”, the interactions of
a particular group of Twitter users with the Western public, where images, representations and
narratives were reinterpreted. As Bhabha (1994) noticed, the “third space of enunciation”, the
space of hybridity offers an interesting vantage point illustrating how the society can see itself,
what it decides to focus on and how it reinvents itself. These Ukrainian voices on Twitter
expressed a particular image of what it means to be Ukrainian in the time of war. They rejected
the idea of ethnicity and language as the only markers of Ukrainian identity and suggested that
civic engagement and unity in the historical moment are shaping a new quality in their self-
understanding. This dynamic hybridity becomes an intersection of the claims to national culture
and the new interruptive and interrogative experiences. It is important to note that this study
leaves out a wide range of views on the nature of Ukrainian identity, as it only looks at a small
part of the complex prism, however a valuable addition enhancing understanding of the
multitudes of perspectives.

Concerning the right to speak, the Ukrainian people have made it abundantly obvious
that they feel their voices were not heard. They believed that this is the case for a variety of
reasons, including the notion that they are unduly emotional, conflict-affected, or that they are

not considered experts. Spivak (1988), in her work on the topic of silencing, criticized the fact
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that the privilege of speaking their ideas and opinions was typically given to elites and educated
descendants, but not to the people who had first-hand experiences of the events.

The war in Ukraine has also brought to light the record of Russia’s heinous imperial
practices in Ukraine, which had been neglected by the West. As Ukrainians are quick to point
out, the forces that are attempting to prevent them from exercising their right to self-
determination are just as active now as they were three centuries ago. Confronting and debating
the narratives with the Western public was for them an act of holding the powerful and
privileged accountable and a direct response to the dominant geopolitical discourses.

Hence, the narratives of self-understanding and self-determination of the Ukrainian
Twitter users provided insights into how they perceive and assert their own identity and choices
in the face of geopolitical influences. These Ukrainian voices offer a valuable perspective that
allows for a critical examination of academic contributions. When adopting a more reflexive
approach to knowledge production, a space is created that prevents those more powerful from

defining the experiences of those less powerful.

17



Bibliography:
Agnew, John (2003) Geopolitics. Re-visioning World Politics, Routledge
Allison, R. (2014) Russian ‘deniable’ intervention in Ukraine: how and why Russia broke the

rules, International Affairs (Royal Institute of International Affairs 1944-), 90(6), 1255-1297.
http://www jstor.org/stable/24538666

Bachmann, V and Moisio, S (2020) Towards constructive critical geopolitics - Inspirations
from the Frankfurt School of critical theory, Environment and Planning C: Politics and Space,

vol. 38, no. 2, 2399654419869016, pp. 251-268. https://doi.org/10.1177/2399654419869016

Barnard, S.R. (2018) Twitter and Beyond: Journalistic Practice, Platforms, and the Future of
Media Power. In: Citizens at the Gates. Palgrave Macmillan, Cham.

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-90446-7 9

Bhabha HK. (2005 [1994]) The Location of Culture, London: Routledge.

Bhambra, Gurminder K. (2007) Introduction: Postcolonialism, Sociology, and the Politics of
Knowledge Production. In: Rethinking Modernity. Palgrave Macmillan, London.
https://doi.org/10.1057/9780230206410_1

Brubaker, R., Cooper, F. (2000) Beyond “identity”. Theory and Society 29, 1-47 (2000).
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1007068714468

Butcher, Emma (2022) War of Narratives: Russia and Ukraine, RUSI, 16 May 2022,

https://rusi.org/explore-our-research/publications/commentary/war-narratives-russia-and-

ukraine

Buchowski, Michal (2004) Hierarchies of Knowledge in Central-Eastern European
Anthropology, The Anthropology of East Europe Review, 22(2): 5-14

Buchowski, Michal (2006) The spectre of orientalism in Europe: From exotic other to

stigmatized brother. Anthropological Quarterly 79(3): 463—482

18


http://www.jstor.org/stable/24538666
https://doi.org/10.1177/2399654419869016
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-90446-7_9
https://doi.org/10.1057/9780230206410_1
https://rusi.org/explore-our-research/publications/commentary/war-narratives-russia-and-ukraine
https://rusi.org/explore-our-research/publications/commentary/war-narratives-russia-and-ukraine

Burlyuk, Olga and Shapoval, Natalia (2018) Ukraine’s Civic Progress and Partial Reform,

Carnegie Endowment https://carnegieendowment.org/2018/01/08/ukraine-s-civic-progress-

and-partial-reform-pub-75181

Charron, Austin (2018) In our country, but Outside Our Homeland: Identity and Diaspora

Among Ukraine’s Internally Displaced Crimeans, University of Kansas

Collins, P. H. (2000). Gender, Black Feminism, and Black Political Economy. The Annals of the
American Academy of Political and Social Science, 568, 41-53.
http://www jstor.org/stable/1049471

D’Anieri, Paul (2022) Ukraine’s 2019 Elections: Pro-Russian Parties and The Impact of
Occupation. Europe-Asia Studies 74:10, pages 1915-1936.

Democracy Reporting International (2022)

https://democracy-reporting.org/en/office/ukraine/publications/how-dri-is-supporting-ukraine

Dotson, K. (2011) Tracking Epistemic Violence, Tracking Practices of Silencing. Hypatia, 26:
236-257. https://doi.org/10.1111/5.1527-2001.2011.01177.x

Diivell, F. and Lapshyna, 1. (2022) On war in Ukraine, double standards and the
epistemological ignoring of the global east. International Migration, 60, 209— 212. Available
from: https://doi.org/10.1111/imig.13038

Fielding, N.G. and Lee, R.M. (1991) Using Computers in Qualitative Research, SAGE

Publications

Fiut, A. (2007) In the shadow of empires: Postcolonialism in Central and Eastern Europe —
why not? In: Korek J. (ed.) From Sovietology to Postcoloniality: Poland and Ukraine in the
Postcolonial Perspective. Stockholm: Sodertorn Academic Studies; 32, 33—40.

Fonagy, Peter and Bateman, Anthony (2016) Adversity, attachment, and
mentalizing, Comprehensive psychiatry, 64,59—66,
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.comppsych.2015.11.006

19


https://carnegieendowment.org/2018/01/08/ukraine-s-civic-progress-and-partial-reform-pub-75181
https://carnegieendowment.org/2018/01/08/ukraine-s-civic-progress-and-partial-reform-pub-75181
http://www.jstor.org/stable/1049471
https://democracy-reporting.org/en/office/ukraine/publications/how-dri-is-supporting-ukraine
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1527-2001.2011.01177.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/imig.13038

Gaufman, Elizaveta (2022) Damsels in distress: Fragile masculinity in digital war, Journal of

Media, War and Conflict, https://doi.org/10.1177/17506352221130271

Gerasimov, Ilya (2014) Ukraine 2014: The First Postcolonial Revolution, Ab Imperio
2014(3)22-44, DOI: 10.1353/imp.2014.0072

Hsieh H.F. and Shannon S. (2005) Three Approaches to Qualitative Content Analysis,
Qualitative Health Research, 15(9): 1277-1288

Ishchenko,  Volodymyr  (2022)  Ukrainian  Voices? @ New  Left  Review,

https://newleftreview.org/issues/iil 38/articles/volodymyr-ishchenko-ukrainian-voices

Khromeychuk, Olesya (2022) Keynote lecture at BASEES 2022, 8 April 2022,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CJthJb1tK0Y

Klein, Ezra (2022) What Twitter can learn from Quakers, New York Times, 13 December 2022

Krippendorff, Klaus (1980) Content Analysis, An Introduction to Its Methodology, The

Annenberg School for Communication, University of Pennsylvania, Sage Publishing

Kulyk, Volodymyr (2016) National Identity in Ukraine: Impact of Euromaidan and the
War, Europe-Asia Studies, 68:4, 588-608, DOI: 10.1080/09668136.2016.1174980

Lewicki, Aleksandra (2023) East—west inequalities and the ambiguous racialisation of ‘Eastern

Europeans’, Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, DOI: 10.1080/1369183X.2022.2154910

Lowell, Barrington (2021) Citizenship as a cornerstone of civic national identity in

Ukraine, Post-Soviet Affairs 37:2, pages 155-173

Mailksoo, Maria (2022) The Postcolonial Moment in Russia’s War Against Ukraine, Journal of
Genocide Research, https://doi.org/10.1080/14623528.2022.2074947

Mayblin, L, Piekut, A, Valentine G. (2016) Other' Posts in 'Other' Places: Poland through a
Postcolonial Lens? Sociology, 2016 Feb;50(1):60-76. doi: 10.1177/0038038514556796.
PMID: 26877557; PMCID: PMC4735677

20


https://doi.org/10.1177/17506352221130271
http://dx.doi.org/10.1353/imp.2014.0072
https://newleftreview.org/issues/ii138/articles/volodymyr-ishchenko-ukrainian-voices
https://doi.org/10.1080/09668136.2016.1174980
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/1060586X.2020.1851541
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/1060586X.2020.1851541

Mearsheimer, John J. (2022) Playing With Fire in Ukraine, The Underappreciated Risks of
Catastrophic Escalation, August 2022 Foreign Affairs

Murphy, Alexander B., Bassin, Mark, Newman, David, Paul Reuber, Agnew, John (2004) Is
there a politics to geopolitics?, Progress in Human Geography 28:5, 619-640

Miiller, Martin (2020) In Search of the Global East: Thinking between North and South
2020/05/26. Geopolitics, 25 (3) pp. 734-755

Makhortykh, Mykola and Sydorova, Maryna (2017) Social media and visual framing of the
conflict in Eastern Ukraine, Journal of Media, War and Conflict, Volume 10, Issue 3,

https://doi.org/10.1177/175063521770253

Nedozhogina, Olena (2021) Redrawing symbolic boundaries after Maidan: identity strategies
among Russian - speaking Ukrainians, National Identities, 23:3, 277-295,
DOI: 10.1080/14608944.2019.1642862

Onuch, Olga (2015) Facebook Helped Me Do It: Understanding the EuroMaidan Protester
‘Tool-Kit’, Studies in Ethnicity and Nationalism 15(1) https://doi.org/10.1111/sena.12129

Onuch, Olga and Sasse, Gwendolyn (2016) The Maidan in Movement: Diversity and the
Cycles of Protest, Europe-Asia Studies, 68:4, 556587, DOI: 10.1080/09668136.2016.1159665

Onuch, Olga, Hale, Henry E. and Sasse, Gwendolyn (2018) Studying identity in Ukraine, Post-
Soviet Affairs, 34:2-3, 79-83, DOI: 10.1080/1060586X.2018.1451241

Onuch, Olga (2022) Why Ukrainians Are Rallying Around Democracy, Journal of
Democracy, 33(4), 37-46

Opora (2022), https://oporaua.org/report/polit_ad/24068-mediaspozhivannia-ukrayintsiv-v-

umovakh-povnomasshtabnoyi-viini-opituvannia-opori

Penkala, Alina, Derluyn, Ilse, & Lietaert, Ine (2020) The Ukrainian divide : the power of
historical narratives, imagined communities, and collective memories, Regions and

Cohesion, /10(3), 125-139. https://doi.org/10.3167/reco0.2020.100311

21


https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1191/0309132504ph508oa
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1191/0309132504ph508oa
https://doi.org/10.1177/175063521770253
https://doi.org/10.1080/14608944.2019.1642862
https://doi.org/10.1080/09668136.2016.1159665
https://oporaua.org/report/polit_ad/24068-mediaspozhivannia-ukrayintsiv-v-umovakh-povnomasshtabnoyi-viini-opituvannia-opori
https://oporaua.org/report/polit_ad/24068-mediaspozhivannia-ukrayintsiv-v-umovakh-povnomasshtabnoyi-viini-opituvannia-opori
https://doi.org/10.3167/reco.2020.100311

Pew Research Center, July 2015, The Evolving Role of News on Twitter and Facebook.

Putin V (2021) On the Historical Unity of Russians and Ukrainians, Kremlin (July 12, 2021)

Sakwa, Richard (2015) The death of Europe? Continental fates after Ukraine. International
Affairs, 91: 553-579. https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2346.12281

Sasse, Gwendolyn and Lackner, Alice (2020) The Displaced as ‘Ordinary Citizens’: Exploring
Variation in the Political Attitudes of the Displaced from Donbas, Europe-Asia
Studies,72:3, 354-382, DOI: 10.1080/09668136.2020.1725448

Sereda, Viktoriya (2020) Social Distancing’ and Hierarchies of Belonging: The Case of
Displaced Population from Donbas and Crimea. Europe-Asia Studies72:3, pages 404-431.

Shore, Marci (2018) Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity. Five years later, interview with Marci

Shore, New Eastern Europe, https://neweasterneurope.eu/2018/11/21/ukraines-revolution-

dignity-five-years-later/

Snyder, Timothy (2022) On Tyranny: Expanded Audio Edition, updated with Twenty New

Lessons from Russia's War on Ukraine, Random House Audio

Soltys, Denis (2023) Ukraine’s nation-building progress spells doom for Putin’s Russian
Empire, Atlantic Council Doja, The New German-speaking School of Balkankompetenzes:
Knowledge production and truth claims in post-colonial post-communist context. New

Perspectives, 30(1), 87-118. https://doi.org/10.1177/2336825X211065569

Spivak, Gayatri, Chakravorty (1988) Can the Subaltern speak? In: Nelson C, Grossberg L.
(eds) Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture. Basingstoke: Macmillan Education, 271—
313

Spivak, Gayatri, Chakravorty (1998) Gender and International Studies, Volume 27, Issue 4,
https://doi.org/10.1177/0305829898027004100

22


https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2346.12281
https://doi.org/10.1080/09668136.2020.1725448
https://neweasterneurope.eu/2018/11/21/ukraines-revolution-dignity-five-years-later/
https://neweasterneurope.eu/2018/11/21/ukraines-revolution-dignity-five-years-later/
https://doi.org/10.1177/2336825X211065569
https://doi.org/10.1177/03058298980270041001

Surzhko-Harned, Lena and Zahuranec, Andrew J. (2017) Framing the revolution: the role of
social media in Ukraine’s Euromaidan movement, Nationalities Papers, 45:5, 758-779, DOI:

10.1080/00905992.2017.1289162

Tlostanova, M. (2015). Can the post-Soviet think? On coloniality of knowledge, external
imperial and double colonial difference. Intersections. East European Journal of Society and

Politics, 1(2). https://doi.org/10.17356/ieejsp.v1i2.38

Todorova, M (1997) Imagining the Balkans. 2nd ed. 2009, Oxford, UK: Oxford University

Press

23


https://doi.org/10.17356/ieejsp.v1i2.38

Alina Penkala is a PhD fellow at United Nations University - CRIS in Bruges and Ghent
University. She researches migration and the reintegration processes, with a focus on migrants
returning from Europe to Ukraine, and recently also explores forced migration from Ukraine.
Her professional journey began with a role in security policy at Poland's Ministry of Defense,
later transitioning to field assignments in conflict-affected zones, including the EU Monitoring
Mission in Georgia and the Special Monitoring Mission of the Organization for Security and
Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) in Ukraine. Alina's research scrutinizes the intricate layers of
migration and its socio-political ramifications and dives deep into the reintegration challenges
faced by returning migrants. Email: alina.penkala@ugent.be

Ilse Derluyn is affiliated as a full professor with the Department of Social Work and Social
Pedagogy (Ghent University) where she teaches courses in migration and refugee studies.
Derluyn’s main research topics concern the psychosocial wellbeing of unaccompanied refugee
minors, migrant and refugee children, war-affected children, victims of trafficking, and child
soldiers. She is actively involved in supporting refugees and practitioners and in policy
research. Prof. Derluyn is heading CESSMIR and is co-director of the Centre for Children in
Vulnerable Situations (CCVS). She is the PI of the ERC-SG ChildMove and coordinates the
H2020-project’ RegugeesWellSchool’. Email: ilse.derluyn@ugent.be

Ine Lietaert holds a PhD in Social Work, studying the return and reintegration processes of
assisted return migrants. She works as an associate Professor at the United Nations University-
CRIS, where she coordinates the Migration and Social Policy research cluster, and at the
Department of Social Work and Social Pedagogy (Ghent University) where she teaches a
course on International Social Work and on Mobility Justice. Her research focuses on the
impact of (supra)national and regional policies and geopolitics on social work and social
support practices, with particular focus on the governance of ‘mobile’ groups in vulnerable
situations, such as people seeking asylum, return migrants and (internally) displaced persons.
She also focuses on the impact of mobility and different types of borders on people’s lives,
including their feeling of belonging, their coping strategies and their access to services,
investigated through a socio-spatial approach. Email: ine.lietaert@ugent.be

24



