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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Motivation for research – seeing explosion of sites – both locally generated ones geared to language and other shared cultural interests
But when go into these sites very few maintained over time – clear that enormous effort and enthusiasm led to generation of the site, but frequently then becomes like a frozen relic in time and then disappears
Similarly with ‘communal spaces’ for sharing of cultural interests – often only a very small nos participating and then only for a short while
At same time,
Explosion of sites and opportunities for interaction through sites and services that are not local  diasporic/homeland etc
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RUSSIAN 
IN THE
WORLD 
TODAY

• Important national and regional lingua franca of 2nd

major world power in Soviet era (1917- 1991)
• Role as a lingua franca diminishing; still a major 

world language – 170mill speakers globally
• Primary language of ethnically diverse peoples –

allegiances to Russian based on coalescence of 
cultural & linguistic associations and needs; many 
live in what are now known as the “near abroad” 
(former Soviet republic) states (”beached” radical 
identity crisis (Laitin)

• Growing “far abroad” diaspora of migrants; 
ethnoreligious and economic influences
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Declining geopolitical reach simultaneous with explosion in potential
for ICTs to enhance diasporic global connectedness
"in cyberspace the economies of interaction, communication and
coordination are different than …face-to-face“ (Kollock & Smith, 1999:3)

Potential for new forms of 'virtual communities‘ for dispersed people
who share common interests or backgrounds (Rheingold, 2000; Wellman & 
Gulia,1999) 
Russian speakers in Victoria – many opportunities for embodied and 
virtual communication to maintain social and personal connection: 

local print media local radio free to air TV 
online media pay TV local community activities

VIRTUAL VS 
EMBODIED
COMMUNICATION
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Table 1: Russian Ancestry and Use of Russian at home – ABS 2006 Census 

Russian Ancestry Russian Spoken at Home

Australia Victoria* Melbourne Australia Victoria* Melbourne

67,054
Both parents Aust 
born = 9,658(14.4%)
Either one parent 
born OS= 8,995 
(13.4%)
Both parents born 
OS = 47,102 
(70.3%)

20,108
= 30.0% of Aust
Both parents born 
in Aust 2200 
(10.9%)
Either one of 
parents born 
overseas = 2325 
(11.6%)
Both parents born 
overseas 15,183 
(75.5%)

18,114
= 27.0% of Aust
Both parents born in 
Aust = 1,759 (9.7%)
Either one of parents 
born OS = 2,005 
(11.1%)
Both parents born OS 
= 14,003 (77.3%)

36,502 14,338
= 39.3% of 
Aust

13,746
= 37.7% of Aust

TOTAL POP
19,855,292 mill

TOTAL POP 
4,932,425 mill

TOTAL POP
3,592,588 mill

15,581,333m 
speak only 
English at home

3,668,283m 
speak only 
English at 
home

2,447,490m 
speak only 
English at home

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Kouzmin (1988) categorises those migrating up to the mid-1980s into 3 waves: 1st post - 1917, 2nd post WWII, and 3rd – post-1974. 

4th wave – from 1989 onwards (particularly post 1991 

approximately two thirds of Russian speakers in Australia (based on 2001 Census) were born outside the Russian Federation, including 17.6% being born in Ukraine, 15.4% in Australia, 9.7% in China, 2.1% in Belarus, 1.0% in each of Kazakhstan, Moldova, Uzbekistan and Latvia and a substantial 18.3% in a range of other countries. 

Whilst Russian is only 28th in the order of claimed ancestry in Australia, and represents only a tiny proportion of the total Australian population (2006 Census), it is an ancestry  group characterised by a high proportion of claimants who are 1st or second generation migrants.  Only 14% in Australia have heritage that goes back more than 2 generations, and in Melbourne just under 10%. Whilst there is not a necessary link between claiming Russian ancestry and the speaking of Russian, given that such a large proportion of those claiming ancestry are 1st or 2nd generation migrants, it seems likely that there is a close relationship between speaking Russian at home and a claimed Russian ancestry.  From available statistics we can infer that those of Russian ancestry living in Victoria, and in Melbourne, are a little more likely than the national average to be 1st or 2nd generation immigrants (90% vs. 86% for Australia overall), and have a higher level of ongoing use of Russian in the home (only 30% with Russian ancestry, but 39% of Russian speakers at home are Victorians 
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How and to what extent do Russian speakers use 
ICTs to facilitate and enhance their social connectivity 
and to engage with their linguistic and cultural 
heritage?

What factors impact on the choices that the most 
recent wave of Russian speaking migrants to 
Melbourne make about their communication practices 
and priorities in engaging with other Russian speakers 
locally, in their former homeland and in the global 
diaspora?

How are language and communication practices in 
CMC affected by the technologies that are being used?

RESEARCH
QUESTIONS
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Qualitative interviews, including information on:
social networks & community engagement
media usage
language practices and preferences
(changing) identity
migration history

Material reported on here collected from 6 in-depth interviews 
with first generation migrants about themselves and their 
families – all migrated within last 14 years from ‘near’ abroad 
states and continue to use Russian regularly in their daily 
lives. 2 men (Viktor, Andrei) and 4 women (Nina, Anna, Irina 
and Sveta), aged 19-50. 4/6 have Jewish ethnicity/heritage, 
although none practise. 

METHODOLOGY



7WWW.VU.EDU.AU

Summary of Interviewees
Pseudo-
nym

Age Time 
in 
Aust

Place of Origin Heritage 
Backgrnd

Family Location Main Home 
Lang.

Location of Primary 
Network  (%)

Viktor 52 14 
yrs

Ukraine Russian
Jewish

Australia: wife, 2 children; parents 
and parents-in-law
Extended family in US, Israel

Russian Local: 100%
Homeland: 0%
Global: 0%

Nina 29 5 
mths

Belarus Belarussian Australia: Husband
All other immediate family in 
Byelarus

Russian Local: 30%
Homeland: 60%
Global: 10%

Anna 19 5 yrs Ukraine Russian 
Jewish

Australia: Mother, stepfather 
(Russian); grandmother; 
uncles/aunts and cousins
Divorced father and family in US

Russian Local: 90%
Homeland: 0%
Global: 10%

Svetlana 50 13 
yrs

Belarus Russian Australia: husband, son, mother-
in-law
Brother, nephews, cousins in 
Canada and US

Russian Local: 70%
Homeland: 0%
Global: 30%

Irina 38 8 yrs Kazakhstan Russian and 
Kazakh

Australia: daughter; 2nd husband 
(non-Russian)
Former husband, mother and 
sisters all in Kazakhstan

Russian Local: 60%
Homeland: 30%
Global: 10%

Andrei 25 2 yrs Ukraine Russian 
Jewish

Australia: None
Extended family on father’s side 
still in Ukraine; parents and 
family on his mother’s side in 
Israel 

Russian Local: 80%
Homeland: 0%
Global: 20%
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SUMMARY 
OF THEMES
: Identity and Interest in Accessing 

Russian Culture

Social Connectedness and the 
Role of ICTs

Maintaining contacts online - the 
electronic font barrier
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THEME 1: Identity and 
Interest in Accessing 
Russian Culture

• 3 (youngest 2: Anna and Andrei, and Irina) embraced ‘transcultural’
identities; rejected alignment with ‘traditional’ values of background --> 
infrequently access media from homeland or Russia; ongoing use 
of Russian associated with social ties to family and friends
•Nina - newest arrival;  in contrast, identity very tied to homeland, a 
localised (ie homeland area specific, ie Belarussian) identity --> only 
media and online sites that directly connects her back to Belarus; 
doesn’t strongly identify with broader community of Russian speakers 
•Older generations (Viktor, Sveta etc - 40+) have strong identification 
and attachment to pan-Russian traditions and values, prefer 
mainstream Russian-oriented media to former homeland state media

Presenter
Presentation Notes
3 (youngest: Anna and Andrei, and Irina) embraced identities that value sharing and enjoyment of difference, multiculturalism; rejected alignment with ‘traditional’ values of background --> infrequently access media from homeland or Russia; ongoing use of Russian associated with social ties to family and friends

chosen to define their sense of self and social group in ways that reject tightly defined group affiliation based on ethnicity or religion and deliberately adopt a self-styled ‘imagined’ community of people wanting to make a new life where values and choices are based on shared interests, and mutual respect. Anna
“I can’t say I have a large identity crisis but when I’m with my Russian friends I feel Aussie …. and when I’m with my Australian friends or Italian friends I still feel Russian. …. It’s a bit of a mix and match but to me it’s natural. You always gonna feel different and its good thing I think, you can talk to people about so many things, like you can share.”

I went to the Sydney Olympic …..and that was interesting because I had the Russian flag, I had the Kazakhstan flag, Ukrainian flag, and the Australian flag. When I arrived I totally confused everyone, “Which country are you from ?” and every time [someone won] from Georgia, from Ukraine, you feel like it’s one country.
infrequently choose to access Russian language media, from their homeland, the Russian Federation, or the Russian language Diaspora or locally. Their ongoing use of Russian and valuing of the language and heritage is largely associated with their family ties both in Australia, in their homeland and the global Diaspora.


Nina - newest arrival,  in contrast still very tied to homeland, primary identity a localised (ie homeland area specific, ie Belarussian) one --> only follows media and online that directly connects her back to Belarus, and doesn’t strongly identify with broader community of Russian speakers in Russia and beyond
she regularly monitors Belarussian-originated sites on the internet, including news services and is in virtually daily contact with Belarus via email, she reports very little interest in events or culture of the Russian ‘centre’ itself (eg. via TV, internet), and does not seem to have any sense of identification with a broader geolinguistic diaspora of Russian speakers

Older generations (Viktor, Sveta etc - 40+) have strong identification and attachment to pan-Russian traditions and values, prefer to access mainstream Russian-oriented media rather than with homeland states 
Eg. – Viktor - 80% of his TV viewing comprises mainstream Russian television programming from the Russian Federation, with him explaining that the remaining 20% of his viewing time comprises Australian news and current affairs programming. His interest and engagement with Russian culture extends also to his regular accessing of Russian literature, music, and news, both through online means and locally (eg. through the local library). Furthermore, he has deliberately de-emphasised aspects of his identity associated with his Ukrainian homeland and his Jewish heritage, choosing not to access the satellite TV service that would provide him with the option of Ukrainian and Israeli-based Russian language programming. In fact, the only aspect of Ukrainian life that he maintains an active interest in is the success of Ukrainian football teams.

Svetlana explains that for her there is no difference between being Belarussian and Russian and she feels an automatic sense of connection to those with a Russian-speaking heritage irrespective of their homeland. All these older generation migrants maintain a high level of engagement with mainstream, Russian Federation originated media, films and literature, and chose to live in Australia within a largely Russian linguistic and cultural milieu, but one that represents a diversity of Russian speakers in terms of their homeland backgrounds and religious affiliations and levels of religious practice
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THEME 2:Social 
Connectedness and 
the Role of ICTs

• Importance of maintaining pre-migration social connections
strongest motivator for using ICTs – pattern of dispersal or continuing 
homeland location of family and friends strongly influenced extent and 
nature of use of ICTs, eg. Irina/Nina vs Viktor vs Anna 
• active ongoing electronically mediated interactions to maintain this 
primary network;  email and online chat being preferred by most for the 
regular maintenance of connections; voice telecommunications still 
prefered for closer, more informal social interaction
• Younger ones at time of migration most quickly lost homeland ties
• Very limited evidence of ICT-supported new relationships linked to 
diasporic consciousness (eg. Anna)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The importance of maintaining pre-migration social connections emerges as being the strongest motivator for using technology for communication. A priority in their personal relationships for all interviewees was maintaining contact with family and those they perceived as close friends wherever these people are currently living. 
Social Network analysis - those whose family and friends have all or virtually all dispersed from the homeland have only minimal, if any, ongoing personal contact with that country. For example, Viktor explains how all his close friends and still living family have by this time left Ukraine with his parents and his wife’s parents having comparatively recently been sponsored to join his family in Melbourne. As a result he no longer has any regular personal contact with Odessa and no desire for such contact or even to keep abreast of affairs there.

Viktor - actively using CMC to  maintaining connections to old friends and family from homeland now living overseas in France, Germany, US and Canada, and has infrequent but regular phone and some email contact with extended family in North America and Israel. 

Svetlana, who migrated from Belarus at a similar time to Viktor and whose extended family has also dispersed to various places around the world, only has limited continuing links with her homeland through a couple of friends, although she was planning a trip back there to visit them at the time of the interview. The younger immigrants, Anna and Andrei, have even more rapidly lost the direct personal connectedness to homeland, with their younger age at departure seeming to have meant that links were more tenuous. In contrast, both Nina and Irina had migrated leaving most of their extended family still living in their homeland. They have contact at least several times per week and often daily back to their homeland, most commonly by phone (including over the internet) and email, and valued and expected to have ongoing contact into the future. 

The dispersal of family and friends around the globe has led to the development of quite active ongoing electronically mediated interactions to maintain this primary network, with email and online chat being preferred by many for the regular maintenance of connections, whereas voice telecommunications are seen as being preferable for closer and more informal social interaction, including for communication with older family members, and to share enjoyment of special occasions, such as birthdays. Older people and middle aged women (eg. Svetlana, Viktor’s wife etc) are reported as preferring telephone over email, and also maintain some contact through exchange of letters.

The experiences of Nina and Anna provide an instructive contrast in the location and engagement with those who are closest family and friends. Nina has the fewest family and friends currently living outside her homeland, whereas Anna has all her immediate family living nearby in Melbourne.  Nina actively uses online communication as her preferred choice for maintaining connection with peer family members and friends (both email and chat), but prefers to use phone or audio link for contact with her parents in Minsk. Virtually all these interactions are in Russian.  After an initial flirtation with online media for connectedness, discussed in greater detail below, Anna, who has spent her teenage years growing up in Melbourne, has focussed her connections primarily around those of Russian background living locally. All in her primary network are Russian speakers with differences in their proficiency in English and Russian depending on factors such as their age and time in Australia, but all but one are living locally in Melbourne. In line with patterns observed elsewhere in other migrant families and communities (see for eg. Bettoni, 1991; Borland, 2006), Anna mainly uses Russian with older family members (both immediate and extended), but with peers, such as cousins and friends, she mainly uses English with some Russian (estimated by her as up to 30%). Now that she is well established in Melbourne, she also has a strong preference for face to face and telephone-based interactions.

The experiences and practices of this group and their families provide only limited evidence of new technological opportunities leading to the development and maintenance of new relationships that reflect a diasporic consciousness and desire to be part of a virtual community defined by a shared heritage. Anna explains how she used an internet-based real-time chat facility to make contacts with Russian speakers virtually in the first year after her arrival in Melbourne when she was making the transition to her new life in Australia. Two new friendships resulted, both of which had been initiated entirely online – one with a young Russian background person living in Canada and the other with a Russian speaker from Georgia now living in Adelaide. The Canadian Russian is now one of the top 10 people Anna nominates in her social network and has visited her in Australia. Five years since their first contact they continue to email and chat 4 to 5 times per week. She has also regularly used online dating sites as a way of connecting with Russian speakers socially and initiating embodied relationships with them.  Interestingly though, now that she is well settled in Melbourne and has a local social network, she no longer participates in online interactive means for initiating new relationships based on her Russian heritage. 
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THEME 3:
Maintaining 
contacts online –
the electronic font 
barrier
:

• email and chat feature highly in maintaining 
connections with primary network locally and globally
•online environment scripting practices perceived 
best adapted to context, eg. none regularly wrote emails 
in Cyrillic script, prefering romanised Russian or Eng 
(eg. Viktor)
• for these 6 speakers, virtual environment – a social 
space promoting a shift to English, with romanised 
Russian as an intermediate stage 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Online modes of interaction, particularly email and chat, feature highly in the practices of many of the interviewees as means of maintaining connections both locally, and more particularly, globally, with friends and family. As in Warschauer et al’s (2002) research on Egyptian professionals, the nature of the online environment appears to be leading participants to adopt language preferences and practices that they perceive as best adapted to the online context. Whilst the principal interviewees all used email, none regularly wrote emails using Cyrillic script, preferring to use romanised Russian or English. However, there were differences within the group about how confident and comfortable they felt about romanisation. Even though she was a librarian by training Svetlana explained that her lack of confidence about and sense of unnaturalness of romanisation led her to prefer to write letters or to seek her adult son’s help in transliterating if she needed to write an email. Viktor, an avid computer user, who had started using email to communicate with friends and family abroad soon after his arrival in Australia in the early 1990s, explained that he had got into the habit very early on (before Russian fonts were easily available for use online) of emailing with his friends/family living in other English speaking countries only in English (despite phone and face to face contact with these people always being in Russian), reserving the use of Russian with romanised font for those living in Europe who do not know English. 

Based on these experiences it appears that despite the now wide availability of Cyrillic font and its use on webpages, and in interactive media sites and email, at least for those living in the Diaspora, the virtual environment is a social space that appears to be promoting a shift to English, but with romanised Russian as an intermediate stage in this process in personal computer mediated communication.
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CONCLUSIONS
• Ties that bind most strongly - kin and personal embodied friendship
• Russian primary language for maintaining these connections - other 
than by younger gen for communication with other also Eng. Spkg peers
•Online connectedness – experienced as less emotionally engaging; 
valued instrumentally in maintaining connections when other means not 
available
•None prefered online to embodied interaction!
•Online and cable access to specific homeland origin state news and 
culture etc diminishes as personal ties to homeland lost
• Older gen, Soviet era socialised, maintain strong pan-Russian 
identification and interest/engagement with Russian ‘centre’
• Younger immigrants negotiating in different ways “third space” 
consciousness (Bhabha, 1998); moved beyond simple boundaries 
grounded in ethnicity and linguistic heritage

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Tentative conclusions!!!

The experiences and practices for social and diasporic connectedness of the six families suggest that the ties that bind most strongly are those of kin and established personal embodied friendship. Russian is an important language in maintaining these connections and is used predominantly in such interactions other than when the younger interviewees are interacting with peers who are also English speaking and in some email interactions, where romanisation is preferred by all and appears foster a shift towards English, when it is a language also shared by both parties. Online connectedness is experienced as being less emotionally engaging and tends to serve an instrumental purpose in maintaining a connection when other means are not accessible. However, none of the participants in this study preferred online connectedness to embodied interaction. Irrespective of their differences in age and experience in the homeland and in Australia, all interviewees place the highest value on direct person to person contact either face to face or by phone.  

For the families in this study as the personal ties to homeland diminish, whether through dispersal or death of family members, the interest in and sense of connection to their homeland state have also diminished. When personal and family connections to the broader global Russian Diaspora exist, these tend to be valued and maintained, but there is little evidence among these families of the initiation of new social connections as part of an emerging global diasporic consciousness despite the opportunities for connectedness that now abound.

Older migrants within the families, who had migrated in their late 30s and 40s in the 1990s, all have maintained a strong pan-Russified identification as part of their identity and maintain their ties and an engagement in embodied and virtual activities and programming that connect them to the language and culture of the Russian centre and its heritage, perhaps reflecting the fact that their primary socialization, schooling and a significant part of their adulthood had been spent within the former Soviet Union. Such identification with a pan-Russified heritage was far less evident in those who had migrated more recently and at a younger age, even though the Russian language had an important and continuing role in their daily language practices. The younger immigrants through the process of their settlement appear to be negotiating in different ways and with different emphases identities that reflect what might be considered to be “third space” (Bhabha, 1998) consciousness in which they have moved beyond simple boundaries grounded in ethnicity, linguistic heritage or birth country.

The findings of this study, whilst necessarily tentative, provide a basis for further exploration by extending the research to a larger sample in order to evaluate how representative the insights gained are across a broader cross-section of speakers. In particular, it will be valuable to explore the extent to which the status and location of the homeland (Russian Federation vs. former Soviet state vs. another country), ethno religious background and age and time of migration are reflected in how people in the larger community of Australian speakers of Russian are (re)negotiating their identities and associated daily language practices and adopt the power of ICTs to support them in maintaining and developing culture and relationships.
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