A Re-Invention of Language: War, National Community
and a Poetics of the First-Person Plural

Natalya Bekhta

In this essay I explore how, in times of crisis, literary discourse constructs, main-
tains, and questions the fraught “we” of a nation across a variety of genres. In a well-
known argument Benedict Anderson defines nations, these relatively young social
formations, as imagined communities and suggests that the two genres particularly
adept in the task of imagining such communities have been the novel and the news-
paper. For example, when a novel addresses its readers with a “we,” it implies an ex-
pectation that there exists a (linguistic, ethnic or other) community that can partake
in this address.! The novel “with its ‘prosaics’ turned the idea of society based on a
common language, traditions, habits, and space into something natural, everyday,
and real” Juvan 383;see also Anderson 27). The link between issues of national defini-
tion and literature wanes with the “progressive separation between the literary and
political orders” (Casanova 133), but at times of great crisis we can again see it very
clearly. Recently, Pascale Casanova has put forward a distinction between “combat-
ive literatures” and “pacified or non-engaged ones” (133) to describe the enmeshment
of the political and national struggles and the literary-aesthetic concerns in certain
historical conditions. In what follows, I rely on her idea of “combative literature” in
a narrow sense, to refer to a national literature in times of war.

War obviously changes literary production—as well as the role of the writer in
society—and it does so in many ways. One specific aspect, in which I am interested
here, is the reactivation of the manifold quest for language: the ability to use pre-
war structures and words, the need for new forms of expression that would at least
approximately convey the new reality, horrific and incomprehensible at first, and,
importantly, the possibility of referring to the imagined and contradictory national
community as “we.” “Nation” becomes a prominent—actively lived—category of col-
lective identification in times of war. It is, however, difficult to bring this category

1 At the same time, as Jernej Habjan elaborates, the novel has become a global genre with
transnational circulation so that the ties between the novel and nation rely on extratexual
reality to clarify the meaning of the “we” reference (464).
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into literary theory without invoking also the much more suspicious notion of “na-
tionalism.” But, as Etienne Balibar reminds us in relation to the Russian-Ukrainian
war, “there is no such thing as a ‘nation’ without nationalism, hence an absolute re-
jection of nationalism as a reactionary ideology per se is meaningless, unless we de-
cide that the nation-form itself should be rejected.” Rather than avoiding these cate-
gories, or pretending that world literature and its theory exist only in cosmopolitan
circulation (usually in English) and in a world without nation-states, scholars of lit-
erature must find ways of coming to terms with the continuing significance of the
idea of “nation” in many literatures today, especially those in a combative state.

War is also a more general characteristic of the twenty-first century and a global
structuring influence on the aesthetics of literary forms, as, for example, Debjani
Ganguly explores. Ganguly singles out three global developments significant for the
world-literary aesthetics that occurred after the end of the Cold War and the collapse
of the Soviet Union: the global proliferation of war and violence, developments in in-
formation technologies, which make distant suffering a feature of everyday life, and,
as a consequence, a new humanitarian sensibility (10). These conditions, according
to Ganguly, give rise to “a new kind of novel as a global literary form” (1). Selecting
representative examples of the new genre, Ganguly, however, omits anything writ-
ten in “Eastern Europe or the erstwhile Soviet Union” (6) and focuses on an Anglo-
phone context—metropolitan or postcolonial—which, in turn, leads to an omission
of distinctive socio-aesthetic questions preoccupying the newly independent post-
communist states, including concerns of national (self)definition.? But, as Hrvoje
Tutek demonstrates, if the Soviet Union were to be approached as an integral part
of our global historical system, then this would reveal the formative influences on
the cultural forms, caused by its dissolution, also in literatures outside the socialist
bloc (5). This trajectory of influence is usually left unexplored and the literary cul-
tures of what was formerly known as the “Second World” are assumed to follow the
patterns visible from the world-literary core—such as those of the global novel. With
this in mind, I intend this article to contribute to a larger project of the reconstruc-
tion of the “second-world” literatures within the current investigations of collective
agency and, more generally, within the world-literary geographies at large.

The “combative” state of the literary field in post-1990s Eastern Europe, arguably,
continuously challenges the novel for its cultural authority—even if its international
prestige remains undeniable—and makes it compete with other, non-novelised lit-
erary forms (Bekhta, “Literatures”). When it comes to genres, in times of a particu-

2 Ganguly’s rationale for the omission is that the end of the Cold War has had a lot more reper-
cussions beyond the habitually discussed ones of the capitalist unification of the world and
the end of Soviet communism (6). This is a valid point and yet a comparative study including
examples from all of the former “Three Worlds” would most likely cast the global novel in a
new light.
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larly dramatic crisis, the stable narrative structures and the established conventions
of the novel arguably start to feel too static; they cannot capture the reality at a break-
ing point, in the immediacy of this process. The novelistic representation needs tem-
poral distance to its object and the novel’s narrative form also imposes a particular
set of possibilities and limitations on its material. Narrative, at its most basic, is a
form of sense-making and thought that constructs a temporal whole, providing a
closure that causally relates its various elements and thus endows them with mean-
ing (Walsh 14). This is not to say that the object of narrative interest is necessarily
complete, temporally rounded, or finite. But these are features—and side effects—of’
a specifically narrative mode of comprehension (Walsh). In times of war, the future
of any kind of temporal progression is in jeopardy and the social time is radically
open-ended in a way that resists narrative closure (“Will there be the next day?”). In
times of war, it would seem, poetry, drama, essay and non-narrative genres come to
the forefront as more fitting forms of speaking about reality.?

In what follows, I will rely on the work of two Ukrainian writers, Serhiy Zhadan
and Kateryna Kalytko, and explore the variety of genres in which they write, in order
to trace the shape and meaning of the communal “we” of the nation in times of crisis.
I construct my argument based on their recent poetry collections, dramas, essays,
and interviews. This combination of literary and non-literary discourses will allow
me to stay close to how Ukrainian society “thinks itself” (following the method from
Alain Badiou, The Century), in an attempt to avoid a premature imposition of a certain
designation that would arrest the movement of the we-discourse into a static notion
(such as a particular notion of “nation”). I approach the problem of communal self-
definition—and the overarching theme of this collected volume—via the pronoun
“we” since to me it seems that, in contemporary philosophy and political thought,
precisely this pronoun offers a form of expression of a utopian desire for an egal-
itarian future and formal placeholder for a collective agent that could bring about
such a future (see Bekhta, “The Promise”).

Absent Pronouns

Before the early morning of the February 24, 2022, when Russia invaded Ukraine in
the open (as opposed to, e.g., its unmarked troops in Crimea in 2014), the war had
already been going on for eight years in a localized and hybrid mode. Eight years
meant, amongst other things, a lot of reflection on how long this war would still
continue and what kind of future was in store for Ukraine and its people. Serhiy
Zhadan, in his 2020 essay in the collection The Future We Want (Kebuladze), asked

3 See also the WReC on the “irrealist” aesthetic of the (semi-) peripheral novel and its anti-nar-
rative tendencies.
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precisely this question: “What will come after?” (Zhadan, «Illo 6yze notim?» 66). He
did not have any ready answers and, in any case, answers from 2020 would hold less
validity now. But what is of interest in the context of my article is Zhadan's language:

We often talk about how everything will be after the war. Except, who do | mean
when | say, “we often talk”? Most likely, it’s a very subjective and distorted echo
of those, with whom you speak. In other words, this phrase doesn't lay claims to
objectivity, to being an analysis of social trends and of societal rhetoric. When it
comes to this war, what kind of rhetoric does the society have? Does such a joint
rhetoric even exist? | don’t have a clue. But from time to time, | face this question:
How will everything be after the war?[..]

How would we all (yes, yes, again with the “we”) like to see the future of [our] chil-
dren? (69—70; my translation)

A striking feature of this passage is uncertainty: Seemingly speaking about a widely
discussed topic, Zhadan qualifies his every sentence. This uncertainty reflects a new
social situation for language: the uncertainty or even suspension of the future in
times of an indefinite war. Zhadan is struggling to find the right language not only
to speak about the future—a futile speculation, it seems—but to speak on behalf of
a national community as community, as a society with a consolidated position on
the issues that are vital to its survival. Being a well-known poet, performer, and ac-
tivist, Zhadan's social standing is an important one and thus there is a lot of weight
to his “we,” which leads to self-reflection on whether he can indeed speak on be-
half of the national community. His “we,” Zhadan qualifies, is a reverberation of his
interlocutors. It is his interpretation that they share his position and, as with any
interpretation, you cannot be absolutely sure how much of it is your own projection.

Normally, any social group contains various internal contradictions but these
do not prevent the group members from identifying themselves as members of this
particular group.* What matters for the cohesion of a social group is a certain base-
line of agreement. Where does this baseline lie? Zhadar’s uncertainty about the “we”-
reference, similarly to other authors in the collection of essays The Future We Want,’
put together by the Ukrainian philosopher Vakhtang Kebuladze, illuminates the ten-
sions gripping Ukrainian society in 2020, in the sixth year of the “small” Russian-
Ukrainian war. Zhadan, a native of the Luhansk region himself, has been aware of

4 For my discussion of this issue, on the basis of Cohen, see Bekhta, We-Narratives, 30-35.

5 For example, Andrei Kurkov, several pages into his essay, suddenly checks himself: “| have
just allowed myself to say ‘we’, ‘us’, ‘ourselves’. But it would be more honest to switch into
singular—'1’, ‘me’, ‘myself’. As | said, we are a commonwealth/brotherhood [cniBapyxHicTb]
and an ‘rival-hood’ [cniBBopoxicTe] of all possible and impossible figures-identities of our
society, of our state” (109; my translation).
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the painful contradictions within Donbas, partly occupied since 2014, where the al-
legiances to Ukraine or Russia or, beyond any nationality, to a local community or
even to local “extralegal” business groups® would even divide families, and people
closest to each other would fight on the different sides of the trenches.

But the large-scale Russian attack on Ukraine in 2022 has dramatically redrawn
the way Ukrainians see themselves in terms of group belonging. Judging by the pub-
lic and literary discourse in the tragic year that followed, the new war consolidated
the Ukrainian society to an extent unseen since 1991, the year of independence. While
it is too soon to make any generalizations about the emergence of the new social
agency and a new political identity in Ukraine, in the next section of the article I
consider in more detail the first traces of this change and the possible trajectories
for the development of Ukraine as a collective subject. In this section I stay with the
pre-2022 state of affairs and briefly elaborate the causes of the delayed consolida-
tion. (While my explorations are discourse-based, any discursive operations of the
construction of the national “we” are underpinned by the material conditions of bod-
ies “acting in concert,” as Simone Knewitz, referencing Judith Butler, outlines in her
essay in this volume (27). These collective acts range from demonstrations and up-
risings to the physical defence of what is perceived as one’s land).

Yulia Yurchenko, dissecting the socio-economic and political transformations
in Ukraine between 1991 and 2014, notes that “the Ukrainian nation as an imag-
ined community was weak when the country became independent and remained as
such until the insurrection of 2013-2014” (20). In their struggle for political power,

6 That allegiance to a certain business fraction would constitute an identity element for a so-
cial group is significant. Large parts of Luhansk and Dontesk oblasts in Eastern Ukraine lie
on the Donets Coal Basin (popular shortening: “Donbas”), with coal miners being the largest
social group in this region. In their 1993 study of the transformations in the working class
and the miner’s movement after the dissolution of the Soviet Union, Vadim Borisov and Si-
mon Clark make several observations that help contextualize the difficulty of assessing social
identities in this region. Coal mining in the Ukrainian Donbas begun already within the bor-
ders of the Russian empire and attracted large numbers of peasant migrants from the central
governorates of the empire so that in 1993, according to Borisov and Clark, 54 percent of the
population in Donbas identified themselves as Russian. At the same time, social identity of
coal miners (the privileged and most numerous fraction of the working class in the region un-
til the collapse of the Soviet Union) was constructed not so much in national or ethnic terms
as in opposition to the official ideology of the Soviet Union (39). After the Union’s dissolution,
new categories of the capitalist alternative became defining, such as entrepreneur or busi-
ness owner (39, 43). This, | should add, would lead to people’s allegiances being tied to var-
ious competing business fractions. The economic and political instability that followed 1991
created a fruitful ground for criminal businesses and the rise of the so-called “mafia”, which
started to compete with—or even substitute—weakened state institutions. In other words,
the “nation state” (aepxaa) in Donbas would, in some cases, be a maximally abstract and
distant phenomenon.
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the newly formed capitalist blocs of Dnipropetrovsk and Donetsk business elites re-
lied chiefly on antagonistic methods that would manufacture simplified and ho-
mogenised identity narratives, subsuming various social, religious and linguistic
groups in post-Soviet Ukraine, and pit them against each other (15). The political in-
fluence of the Dnipropetrovsk bloc clearly dominated the period of 1991-1998/1999,
while in 1998/1999-2004 the Donetsk bloc acquired noticeable political leverage. Af-
ter the “short interregnum of 2004—2007” (16), the Donetsk bloc has usurped state
power in 2007-2013/2014. Without any meaningful ideological differences between
the two rival blocs, their competition for political influence had to rely on the in-
creasing “compartmentalization of society, the myths of ‘two Ukraines’ and each of
them being the other’s ‘Other” (17; see also 59). Often framed as ethnic or linguistic
(chiefly, between Ukrainians and Russians), various conflicts in Ukraine have been
“ideational/political, effective and manipulated rather than causal, and [they] can
be interpreted as structural ruptures necessitated by shifts in the balance of power
within and between social blocs, classes and their fractions [...]. The true conflicts are
class formation and accumulation struggles between foreign and domestic capital”
(18), including Russian business stakes in Ukraine.”

In short, as a newly independent nation-state with a Soviet legacy, Ukraine’s
social, and political contradictions have been inextricably tied to the economic
imperatives of neoliberal capitalism and the accompanying fundamental transfor-
mation of society’s foundational institutions. These contradictions, going hand-in-
hand with the manufacturing of the social reality by (domestic and foreign) political
technologists (128-151), preclude any simplified analyses of the social problems
within post-1991 Ukraine as well as of the reasons behind the Russian invasion
(including the Kremlin tale of the “persecution of the Russian speakers”).® While
the dominant political narratives, both within Ukraine and outside, rely on antag-
onistic simplifications, Ukrainian society itself is multi-ethnic, multi-cultural, and
multi-religious (17; see also Bojcun). And trying to speak on behalf of the Ukrainian
society, as Zhadan attempts to do in 2020, is always a challenging task. As in any
contemporary society.

At the same time, social contradictions notwithstanding, Zhadan’s work repeat-
edly makes clear that there’s no escaping the “we,” however fraught it may seem (“yes,

27

yes, again with the ‘we”). Moreover, in the circumstances of a “combative” culture,

7 Yurchenko cites a striking example of the continuing imperial ambitions of the post-So-
viet Russia towards former Soviet republics. When in 2013 the Ukrainian business elites
started leaning towards the liberalisation of trade with the EU, this aggravated Russia and
exposed its views on Ukraine as Russian property: “Putin referred to Ukraine’s DCFTA ambi-
tions—among others—as the EU attempt to ‘choke’ whole sectors of Russian economy that
he would not accept” (157).

8 For several simultaneously possible ways of defining the current Russian-Ukrainian war, see
Etienne Balibar.
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the work of the poet is to find a fitting modality of expression for the stance of so-
ciety; to find a suitable language. Themes of silence or of a false “we” of the pub-
lic debate, which is rather an “I” multiplied by its own reflection, run through all of
Zhadan's post-2014 work. Elsewhere I have traced some of the nuances of collective
), which juxta-
posed falsities of the public language about society at war with the desired discursive

%

address in his 2018 poetry collection Anmena [Antenna] (Bekhta, “We

situation, in which there will have to be “difficult questions” and “awkward replies.”
In other words, the “we proper” will have to be capable of negotiating differences,
while remaining consolidated—while remaining a “we.” Zhadan's work consistently
engages with the problem of togetherness and of the related ability to rely on a com-
mon, mutually understandable language for a negotiation of such togetherness.’
Besides his poetry, Zhadan's drama Xai6ne nepemup’s [A Harvest Truce] offers
the most poignant consideration of this problem. Here I will not read the drama
in detail, only focus on my central question: What is a Ukrainian “we” in times of
war? Published in 2020, A Harvest Truce is arranged, significantly, as a conversation
amongst people who have known each other their whole lives. For the most part, it
is a dialogue but, as Orysia Hrudka aptly describes, “the main thing happens here
between the lines: Between a joke and a line full of tragedy, separated in the text only
by one full stop; between a line about the trivial and about the vital.” Two brothers
are the central characters of the drama, a thirty-something Tolik and his older
brother Anton. Anton learns about the death of their mother, who lived together
with Tolik in their childhood house, and comes back home to help with the funeral.
But it is Eastern Ukraine in the summer of 2014 and their house is on the front lines
of the bloodiest battles between the Russian and Russian-backed forces and the
Ukrainian army. The bridge across the river, connecting their tiny town with the
main roads and administrative services in the nearby oblast centre, has been blown-
up, phone connection is intermittent and there is no electricity nor running water.
Anton manages to get through to the mayor to ask for help with the funeral but,
when neighbors come by later, he learns that the mayor has been killed and so there
is no more state authority left anywhere in the vicinity. (In a symbolically significant
ambiguity, it is not clear whether the mayor has already been dead for a long time.)
Several of the female neighbors come to stay for an overnight vigil and one of them,
a local activist referred to as Aunt Shura, assumes control over the funeral rituals.
This is the background for the two brothers to try and talk about what has hap-
pened—with their lives, with the mother, with the war. But talk they cannot, having
been estranged for years. Especially now, when no one is quite certain what is hap-
pening and who is fighting on whose side. Anton finds a hidden sniper rifle in the
house and confronts Tolik about it but he just shrugs it off. The brothers try remi-
niscing but the uncomfortable and abusive family past becomes too unbearable, so

9 On togetherness, see Kangaskoski in this volume.
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they fight, or drink, or hug and cry. The character interactions and the very form of A
Harvest Truce dramatize an almost physical inability to talk about the most personal
experiences and life choices, as well as the lack of an adequate, socially accepted lan-
guage for the new, war-torn reality. Let us consider a few excerpts from the drama:

Anton: We'll fix this. What’s with the priest?

Aunt Shura: Our priest went to war. Two months ago.

Anton: Who is he fighting for?

Aunt Shura: For the Christian faith. (Turns to one of the women.) Let’s go!
Tolik: Some Knights of the Crusades you are, fucking hell...

(Zhadan, Xni6He nepemup’s, 46)°

The short, curt conversations are punctuated by bitter humor and sarcasm so that
it is easy to miss the silent unfolding of a heart-breaking tragedy. The drama, very
symbolically, locks up all its characters, so familiar to each other and simultaneously
so estranged, in one house, with no bridge that would allow them to leave and with
wheat fields burning closer and closer. Unwilling to engage with the “difficult ques-
tions” and “awkward answers” (dramatized in Zhadan’s 2018 poetry collection), they
have no escape from their situation; the physical conditions force them to start talk-
ing and to look for ways out, for some kind of future and yet—they cannot talk. This
is the case, for example, with an extremely difficult question of allegiances:

Tolik: [...] Aunt Shura.

Aunt Shura: Yes?

Tolik: So, on whose side you're on?
Anton: Tolik!

Tolik: I'm just curious.

Anton: Tolik, that’s enough.

Tolik: What, I'm just asking.

Aunt Shura: | am, Tolik, on the side of stopping these rivers of blood. And so that
the church is open again.

Tolik. | see.

Everyone sits in silence. (59)

Much like in 2022, peace becomes an awkward answer—a non-answer—to the
straightforward question. With the majority of expert discourse on the future of the
Russian-Ukrainian war revolving around the static opposition of “peace”/indefinite

10 Alltranslations from the Ukrainian into English are mine. However, an English translation by
Nina Murray of A Harvest Truce is forthcoming with the Harvard Library of Ukrainian Litera-
ture.
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military aid,” Balibar provides a much-needed meta-reflection: “I must confess
that I have no ready answer. Even worse: in many cases, I fear that these answers do
not exist. However, this cannot prevent us from seeking these answers, and before
that finding the correct formulation for the questions themselves” (my emphasis). It is an
anachronistic move to equate the meanings of the word “peace” in 2022 to what
it may have meant in 2020. But what unites them is the socio-linguistic situation
of the realities of war, when the very conditions for common discourse need to be
carefully taken into account and the formulations most fitting the complexity of the
dimensions of this war found.

When answers are not available—full or partial, however awkward—and even
individual words, such as “peace,” require painstaking redefinition, one could start
with pronouns. They are also an uncomfortable part of speech in times of war but, as
A Harvest Truce shows, they contain potential solutions to discursive dead-ends. In
Zhadan's drama Tolik, Anton, Shura and others only very reluctantly come to say “us”
or “them” as the content of neither of these collective references is clear, in Donbas
in the summer of 2014.” News are mostly delivered in sentences without sentence
subjects, where only the sentence predicate bears a person ending. Significantly,
in Ukrainian plural conjugations of the verb do not make it clear, whether the verb
without a (pro)noun refers to the first-person plural (we) or to the third (they):

Anton: So here you say: [we/they] went [to fight], then came back. But as far as |
can tell, half of ours left, [they] didn’t want to stay here, with these ones.™ (77)

Rinat: [...] (Addressing Tolik.) Anyway. One can't go that way. There these ones
left, others came. Changed the flags on the commandant’s office.

Anton: Changed? And the post office, phone office, train station — whose are
they now?

Rinat: Post office? [They] burnt my post office. (107; my emphasis)

Pronouns, linguistically speaking, are semantically empty: The meaning of “I” de-
pends on who says it, the meaning of “this” depends on the situation in which it is
said. Pronouns, in other words, do not carry semantic meaning but acquire it by

11 How will the large-scale Russian-Ukrainian war end? With peace, since individual wars do
not last forever. But how will it be achieved, on what conditions and when? These are the
questions that are still not being properly considered, two years into the new war, beyond
two unsatisfactory answers: Either Ukraine surrenders to Russia (so that there is “peace”), or
Ukraine is continuously armed to a certain degree so that the war is endless but contained
within Ukraine’s borders at all costs.

12 For a novel-length consideration of the problem of allegiances, see Tamara Duda’s novel
Daughter [Aoug, 2019].

13 «OCb TM KaxkeLl: NilWAKW, NOTiM Ha3aj NpUAWAN. A y MEHE MONOBMNHA HaLIWX BUIXano, He 3a-
XOTiNW TYT INLIATUCS, i3 uMmm» (Zhadan, XaibHe nepemup’a 77).
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directing attention to the object of reference in a given context (see Bekhta, We-Nar-
ratives 56, for elaboration). In A Harvest Truce this pronominal lack of meaning is par-
ticularly visible: Pronouns are the only designation for the warring parties in the
drama, so that it is up to the reader to piece together Ukrainian or Russian alle-
giances of the characters. Which is also part of the point: It is often very difficult,
even for the characters themselves, to figure out these allegiances. Working-class
people, they often express anger and confusion at having to live in the midst of war,
which none of them seems to actively support but, at the same time, in which each
of them is somehow implicated. For example, Kolia, a local farmer, whose wife is
about to give birth and who allegedly helped the Russian invaders build fortifica-
tions, bursts out in desperation: “We're stuck here as if in a mousetrap, and can't
leave anywhere. What, is this what I wanted? My harvest is burning, I don't need
your politics at all. I dor’t need to hide, I've done nothing wrong. It’s you lot who are
being silent, hiding something” (109). The striking directness of the second person
address in this passage suddenly breaks through the round-about conversation and
confronts the group in the house. It also marks a slow re-surfacing of personal pro-
nouns towards the end of the play. For example, it turns out that Tolik and Rinat,
local postman, went to the same school. They look through the school photo album
and enumerate all those who haven't survived:

Tolik: [..] Denys. See? Wearing gloves. Goalkeeper. He was killed in the park.
Rinat: Yeah, | know.

Tolik: And do you know, by whom?

Rinat: No, | don’t.

Tolik: Yeah you do.

Rinat: How would | know?

Tolik: Everyone knows. Our own killed him. (117—118)

Aunt Shura: You know, Rinat, there were other things you werent taught at
school. Like blowing up bridges. Burning the fields. But you are burning them.
Rinat: Who, me?

Aunt Shura: You, who else.

Rinat: Me?

Tolik: You. We... Us, who else?

Rinat: What's up with you, Tokh?

Tolik: What's up, what’s up. You know everything yourself. We all know everything.
Just won't say it. [..] (122)

The appearance of personal pronouns of collective reference in character speech to-
wards the end of the drama is stylistically marked—these lines stick out from the
character’s idiom and are clearly the author’s own voice, a certain deus-ex-machina
move that introduces a hopeful note into an otherwise desperate discursive situa-
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tion. This move may break literary conventions but, within the larger socio-linguistic
situation of a stalled public debate and the lack of appropriate language for devis-
ing a collective future, Zhadan's intervention into his characters’ speech shows how
a strikingly small adjustment—a straightforward use of personal pronouns—can
create a big shift towards mutual understanding. This linguistic experiment, if
may call it so, shows an opening for a difficult conversation about which collective
identity mobilizes this group—and which identity mobilized Donbas in 2014 and
why—and this is also an opening onto a collective site of overcoming of the divisive
social myths, manufactured by the political technologists in the course of Ukraine’s
independence, amplified by the scandal-hunting media and reinforced on social me-
dia. In A Harvest Truce, however, there are no easy answers. Zhadan offers a brief
glimpse of how a change in pronominal reference makes it possible for a group of
alienated people to find an agreement—all of the characters, except Tolik, decide to
leave the house. But they come back almost immediately and lock the doors, first
locking themselves in the house in the middle of burning fields, and then locking
themselves in the room with the dead mother. A grim finale.

Pronouns That Became Verbs

Russia’s large-scale invasion of Ukraine started at 3:40 a.m. on February 24, 2022
across all of the 1,974 kilometers of the joint land border and through the 1,084 kilo-
meters of the Belarus border, not to mention attacks from the sea and air. This in-
vasion changed things swiftly and dramatically within the Ukrainian society and, in
the year that followed, it also increased social consolidation."* Coming back to the
category of “nation,” it is now possible, together with Balibar, to envisage “an ‘op-
timistic’ scenario linked to the character of the current patriotic resistance, which
suggests that Ukraine and its ideal identity is moving from an ‘ethnic nation’ in the
direction of a ‘civic nation’, or a prevalence of the demos over the ethnos” (Balibar; em-
phasis in original). The primary sign of optimism for Balibar is “the remarkable fact
that—contrary to the expectations of the invader—the two ‘linguistic communities’
existing in Ukraine [...] have joined forces in the patriotic resistance and identified
with theidea of an independent Ukrainian nation-state.” This joint resistance has in-
deed been multicultural and multilingual—more so than the implied reference only
to the Russian-speaking Ukrainians would suggest (see, e.g., Aliev). And, while civic
national transformation is far from complete or certain, at this point it registers also

14 Registered, e.g., by the surveys of the Ukrainian NGO “Centre for Society Research” (Bobrova
et al.), conducted soon after the Russian invasion, then at three, six and at nine months of
the ongoing war.
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on the level of language. In this section of the article, I will focus on the same ques-
tion as above, what a Ukrainian “we” is in times of war, but in the new, post-2022
context.

Kateryna Kalytko's poetry collection JTwdu 3 diecrogamu [People with Verbs] was al-
ready in production when the large-scale war broke out and her finished manuscript
fell apart—a sign of very tangible ties between literature and its social context. As
Kalytko describes in her interviews, the collection was subsequently stitched to-
gether with new texts, some of them raw, impulsive and “skinless,” and published
in this updated shape («JIrogu»). Kalytko shares her understanding of poetry with
Zhadan: According to Kalytko, the important work of the poet in times of war is
to speak despite the feelings of being helpless and lost for words. The poems in
People with Verbs are punctuated by uncertainty and meta-poetic questions (“I do
not know how to speak. And what for these poems are,” 24; “I asked you if it was
prudent to write poetry now,” 24; “Wherefrom do these poems come?,” 30). But the
poet continues speaking: It is an important service to the rest of the society, which
needs new language to come to terms with the new reality (‘We are to re-invent
the words, later,” 25). In Kalytko's own words, poetry comes to the forefront of
language, crippled by war, as “the space of ultimate honesty and humanness, where
one refuses to accept the utter helplessness of language” («JIrogu»).

If we compare the distribution of pronouns in Zhadan’s 2020 A Harvest Truce,
with the linguistic situation Kalytko observes in the immediate aftermath of the
2022 war, the changes are striking. What Zhadan’s work registered in the public dis-
course was the vagueness of demonstrative pronouns used in place of personal ones,
the sematic emptiness of the personal pronouns and, finally their absence. Kalytko's
poems clearly mark the change that 2022 has brought about: There is no future and
no certain answers still, but there is an absolute clarity about the meaning that fills
the national “we” and there is a refusal to speak only in private, with the mirror, re-
fusal to compromise and accept comfortable but false answers. One of Kalytko’s po-
ems in the collection, «OcobucTuii 3aiimeHHUK» [“Personal Pronoun,” 15-16], offers
an elaboration on the new linguistic and, specifically, pronominal situation.

Nouns are worthless without verbs, says Kalytko in the description of People with
Verbs. One has to think that pronouns are right there with the nouns, worthless on
their own. They need verbs—which is to say, they are defined through action (rather
than through context, as linguistic theories would have it). The poem “Personal Pro-
noun” is divided into eleven stanzas, with the shortest ones comprising only one or
two lines. Pronouns and their meanings change with each stanza, as each stanza
also brings about a shift in spatio-temporal coordinates. I shall quote the poem in
full, having numbered the stanzas, alongside my own rough translation:
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Ocob60Bui1 3aMEHHNK

[

Mpunge yac noasKyBaTy, WO CTanacs Aons raka
i O MM BiaAaBanu ogHe OAHOMY Bifblue,

HiX Hacnpasai moru. LLlo Tpumanu 3emnio B
pyKax

cepej noneny i rTHUAOTO M'sica, AATW i AHI 3ry-
6uBLIN.

[2]

4 nobuna Espony HanpunouaTky BECHM,
Lei 3aUTUI COHLLEM NOPSJOK, LUNAXETHUIA
NpUCMaK ycTaneHocTi.

3]

Al Morna 61 Npuixatu i anwmTHCS.

[4]

Ocb TiNbKY 3aN1i3Ha HUTKA,

L0 32 MHOIO TATHETbCS, Ha LUMAaTKM pO3iTHe
MmicTa.

[5]

A 71 cKyuato 3a 4acom, KONU He tobuna noro,
He BiArafyBana MOAyAsLii ronocy, He aymana
B3arasni,

He XOAWNa TYAH, i LeM i BUCOKUIA BOTOHb.

Ta BenuKka icTopis WKipnTbes, i 3y6u y Hei rHuAi,
i pizewb ii —y By3nyBaTUX NaNbLAX.

Ay HbOrO NoTpickaHi ry6w i AoBri Bii.

BiH cmieTbes.

PizeLb 34iiMa€ETbCS, ONYCKAETHCS.

OTXe, Lie 3i MHOI0, Liie pas.

[e]

Tenep Hige He cnokiiHo.

[7]

B>ke 3a MicsiLLb BiliHM 3a6yBa€ETbCs, K paHilue
6yno.

S Tenep He noeTka, s MMHA Y nevi rops.

Natalya Bekhta: A Re-Invention of Language

Personal Pronoun

]

Time will come to thank for the fate that
happened

and that we gave each other more

than we actually could. That [we] held this
soil in hands amidst ashes and rotting meat,
having lost dates and days.

[2]

| used to love Europe at the very beginning
of spring,

this sun-drenched order, this noble after-
taste of stability.

(3]

| could have come here and stayed.

(4]

Except the iron thread,

which unravels behind me, will slice the
cities into pieces.

(5]

| even miss the time when | didn't love him,
when | didn't guess the modulations of the
voice, didn't think atall,

didn’t go there, where there is anguish and
tall fire.

But big history is sneering, and her teeth are
rotten,

and the cutting tool bit of hers is in the
arthritic fingers.

And his lips are cracked and eyelashes are
long.

Heis laughing.

The cutting tool lifts, it lowers down.

So, this is happening to me, once more.

6]

Now nowhere is calm.

(7]

Already one month into a war one forgets
how it used to be.

I am not a poet anymore, | am clay in the
oven of grief.
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| He BipLW Le, a Kopuaop, NpobuTHii Kpisb 6e3ro-
noces,
e OCb, YYETE, BiH CMI€TbCS Y KOPUAOPI.

(8]

Mpwuiige yac noasKysath, LWLO BCe CTaN0CH came
Tak,

o 6yna 6e3nagHa HixHiCTb po3MoB

MiX CpeHamu, nomig rpaaamu.

[9]

YBIi CHi BiH CTPINy€eTbCS, IK HAKPUTUI XYCTKOKO
nTax, —

A He BMit0 BifbLLe MONTICA, TOMY OTake npura-
Ayto.

[10]

Oui Hawwmx aBoxcotux. O6ByeHi npanopw.
JlviKi rycu BepTatoThCs 3 BUpito.

Piukn y kpuBasiit nini.

(1]

Hi MrHynoro, Hi ManbyTHLOTO NOKMK LLe.
| 9 npoy nnie: rosopwu,

Xa U MOBa HE 3HUKHE.

Xait BoHa byse

CninbHoOM.

And thisis nota poem, it's a corridor, broken
through voicelessness,

and this here, listen [pl.], it'’s him laughing in
the corridor.

(8]

Time will come to thank that everything
happened exactly this way,

that there was a disorderly tenderness of
conversations

in-between the sirens, under the Grad rock-
ets.

[9]

In his sleep he twitches, like a bird covered
by a cloth, -

I don’t know how to pray any longer, that’s
why | recall such things.

[10]

Eyes of our KIAs. Charred flags.

Wild geese are coming back after winter.
Rivers foam with blood.

1]

No past and no future, not yet.
And | ask only: speak [sing.],

may this language not disappear.
May it be

communal.

The contemporary poem, Alain Badiou observes, is “the opposite of mimesis”
(The Age 51). It identifies itself as an “experience of thought” (29). How do we then
approach the metaphorical language of Kalytko's poem? When the poet says, for ex-
ample, that “[we] held this soil in hands amidst ashes and rotting meat, having lost
dates and days” («rpumainy 3eMIII0 B pyKax cepe [IoTieNy i THUIOTO M'Aca, AATH | AHI
3ry6uBILIm»), it is not merely a loftier way of saying that we were defending our land
selflessly. To “defend selflessly” is a phrase that does not mean much to anyone out-
side that situation. The notions it evokes become too abstract too quickly: Do you
ever think of the soil underneath your feet, your house, your city and so on as your
country? Saying “to defend the land selflessly” does not carry a matching meaning
for those outside and those inside the situation, where there is the need to actually,
physically defend what used to be a symbolic idea (“one’s land”), not to yield, not
to move away under the pressure of deadly force from the soil on which you stand.
And, more than that, to experience this resistance on a scale of the whole national
community, on a collective rather than individual level. National community, as the



https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839468159-013
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/4.0/

Natalya Bekhta: A Re-Invention of Language

reader will remember, is an imagined community,” which, in the midst of war, sud-
denly becomes material and physical. This is why the poem offers the concrete lan-
guage of “holding the soil in hands,” in which the material embodiment of the ac-
tion of defense is strengthened by an evocation of senses: ashes from the burning
cities in your throat and eyes, and in the nose—the stench of corpses rotting in the
yards, in the bomb shelters you are in, in the trenches, which you are still holding.
The numbness of the mind in the situation where the past life is already destroyed
but the future one cannot be thought of or imagined (yet?). The result of the poen's
thought process is a renewal of language so that this language can speak truthfully
in the new, war-torn reality.

Against the background of the first stanza, concerned with the real, the next
stanza offers a seemingly out-of-place, idealized image of Europe: “this sun-
drenched order, this noble aftertaste of stability.” This is Europe in the eyes of a
traveler going on a spring vacation. The image further defines the contrast between
the old and new realities, when neither order nor vacations are possible. Not even
movement as a refugee, as stanzas [3]-[4] clarify, because the imperceptible but
iron-strong ties to one’s own land, to its people will make an absence physically felt,
both in the one who leaves and in the place left behind (“the iron thread, // which
unravels behind me, will slice the cities into pieces”).’ Significantly, the deictic
coordinates of the stanza [3] places the “I” of the poem right within Europe. Europe
is not a distant, promised land—it also contains a war-ravaged country, so unfitting
into its idealized (self-)image.

But to come back to pronouns: The first stanza [1] is defined by “we” and by time-
lessness («zatu i ani srybusmu», “having lost dates and days”). Mentioned only once,
“we” is present in this stanza through the verbs, conjugated in the first-person plu-
ral. The next three stanzas are marked by “I,” in the past [2], in a hypothetical present
[3], and in the actual present [4] which transfers to stanza [5], where the “I” unites
with “him”. Who is “he”? Someone “I” loves and someone emblematic of the new time,
this perpetual present. Consider the stark contrast with which “he,” youthful, laugh-
ing, weary, is positioned against the old “big history,” with her rotten teeth, arthritic
fingers and a sneer. This is the past, which repeats itself (“So, this is happening to
me, once more”) and which makes a sharp cut between the previous life and the cur-
rent one. But this repetition of the past is not the abstract phrase of “history repeats

15 AsBenedict Anderson put it, “the members of even the smallest nation will never know most
of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the
image of their communion” (6).

16  This line captures the need for many Ukrainians, who lived abroad before February 2022, to
go back home and to take up arms (see, e.g., the story of the Ukrainian dental surgeon in
Austria, Natalia Fauscher [Ilvanov and Zhykalova]).
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itself.” It is happening to the “I,” something she has lived through already once be-
fore (the 2014 war?) and thus, again, a concrete, material experience born by a living
person.

Stanza [5] also marks the biggest intensity of feeling in the poem. It is the poem’s
personal center, the so-called zero-point in the deictic system of coordinates, which
the personal pronoun “I” (as well as “now” and “here”) occupies and against which the
other pronouns and deictic elements of language acquire their meaning. «Omxe, 1e
31 MHOI0, e pas», “So, this is happening to me, once more.” After this statement,
the “I” is not alone anymore, implicitly relying on the “we”-community, whose pres-
ence is coded even into the impersonal sentence structures. (Stanza [8], for exam-
ple, repeats the formulation of the opening stanza [1], defined by the first-person
plural.) What is striking about the “we”-address here—and what exemplifies partic-
ularly well the new, consolidated collective identification of the Ukrainian society as
a clearly defined group—is, paradoxically, its occasional appearance, its mostly im-
plied and unspoken presence. Mentioned only once directly, the “we” of this poem
marks the conjugation of the verbs, marks the structure of address (as in the plural
“listen [first-p. pl.], it’s him laughing in the corridor”), it appears as a possessive pro-
noun in the tragic and tender phrase, “Eyes of our KIAs.” The “we” of Kalytko's “Per-
sonal Pronoun” does not need to rely on constant repetitions (that only foreground
the absence of “we proper”). This new “we” is certain of its existence. While Zhadan
registers a self-dissociation in the Ukrainian “we,” before 2022, in Kalytko's work we
begin to find a near-equivalence"” between the “I” and the “we,” their mutual cer-
tainty.

My intuition about the change in the social meaning of the we-reference in
Ukraine after February 2022 can be confirmed by briefly turning to a meta-linguis-
tic reflection again. The excerpt cited below comes from Zhadan’s speech at the
2022 Frankfurt Book Fair, where he received the prestigious German Book Trade
Peace Prize. Talking about Ukraine’s future now, Zhadan's words do not have any
uncertainty of his 2020 essay. Compare the following passage with the one quoted
at the beginning of this article:

One way or another, we will need to again reconstruct a sense of time, a sense of
prospects, a sense of continuity. We are doomed to have a future, moreover—we
are responsible for it. The future is being formed right now from our visions, from
our opinions, from our readiness to take responsibility. [...] We are all joined by
our language. And even if at some points its possibilities seem limited to us and
insufficient, one way or another we will be forced to return to these possibilities
of language, which give us hope that in the future there will be nothing unsaid

17 | borrow this phrase from Badiou’s analysis of the relationship between the “I” and the “we”
in another poetic context (The Century 90).
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and no misunderstandings between us. [...] For as long as we have our language
we also have at least an ephemeral chance to explain ourselves, to talk through
our truth, to bring order into our memory. So let’s talk, let us talk.

Kalytko's poem culminates in the same imperative: “No past and no future, not yet. /
AndIaskonly: speak [sing.], / may this language not disappear. / May it be / commu-
nal” (16). This gradual arrival at the communal language in “Personal Pronoun” is in
line with Kalytko's more general observation, present throughout her collection, of
how one of the immediate effects of war on language is an inability to simply speak,
caused by the break-down in the usual sense- and meaning-making mechanisms.
So to start uttering words again is the first step towards regaining the communal
ability to use language, again. The concluding word of Kalytko's poem, «crinsHuii»
(which can be rendered into English most closely as “communal,” “common,” joint”)
leaves no doubts about the newly found togetherness. To fully understand its signif-
icance, let us in conclusion consider the temporality that develops throughout the
poem. Stanza [7] is key in this respect, offering a direct comment on the linguistic
situation, in which the poem was written: «He Bip1u 11e, a KOpUZOp, IPOOUTHI KPi3h
6esromnoccs, // e ock, 4yeTe, BiH cMieThCs y KOprugopi» (“this is not a poem, it’s a cor-
ridor, broken through voicelessness, // and this here, listen [pl.], it's him laughing in
the corridor”). This poem is to be understood as a break through the lack of voice,
the lack of language, but where to? It would seem that the poem offers an escapist
timespace, alternative to the present, or even a nostalgic longing for the past, when
itwas possible for “him” to laugh. But this would be a misreading: What is significant
is that the poem should function as a corridor (a passage leading from and towards)
rather than a static spatial image. This poem is thus an opening onto a trajectory
towards a communal future, a possibility parallel to the present and capable of ac-
tualization. And the way forward is through speech, through a thorough attention
to language and through a painstaking work of finding the correct formulations for
our problems first, before looking for their answers.
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