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Abstract 
 
This article examines the state’s desire to control the lives of its population by using 
statistics and the census, particularly to legitimize the regime as the embodiment of 
political democracy, social justice, and cultural tradition. 

The process and results of the Ukrainian census became instruments in the strug-
gle to legitimize the power of various political groups after the collapse of the USSR, 
when significant changes in identity and migration occurred. The census results ac-
quired significant sociopolitical significance, both at the political and governmental 
levels. 

This article analyzes the census results of the State Statistics Committee of 
Ukraine and the Kyiv International Institute of Sociology. Key factors included indi-
cators of the ethnic composition of the population, language preferences, and the re-
gional distribution of national minorities. 

The Ukrainian census had exclusively political significance, as it allowed for ”the 
construction of the image of the nation and the state, and the correction of harsh real-
ities through census categories and manipulations.” 
 
Keywords: state, census, nation, Ukraine, discourse, ethnic and national minor-
ities, regions 
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The census as a tool for governing society 
 
Historically, one of the most important factors stimulating and sanctioning 
the emergence of new knowledge about people and society was the state’s 
desire to control all aspects of its population’s life as fully as possible in order 
to regulate and improve them. Along with the ”art of governance,” empirical 
knowledge about what needed to be managed — human and other resources 
located in the controlled territory — became an important component of 
the ”new political rationality.”1  

With the establishment of the idea of popular sovereignty in the 19th and 
20th centuries, the state began to actively use statistics in general and censuses 
in particular to legitimise its authoritarian regime, relying on its representa-
tion as the embodiment of political democracy, social justice and cultural tra-
dition. 

It is important to note that it was the census that began to influence the 
formation of state policy in various spheres, the distribution of resources and 
power itself – and therefore often causes controversy, misinterpretation and 
complaints. However, these relate only to specific numerical indicators or 
methods of obtaining them, and not to the very idea of the possibility of ade-
quately describing the most diverse aspects of social life with them. According 
to Jacqueline Urly, ”as part of the modern regime of truth, which equates 
knowledge with measurement, statistics occupy an authoritative place in con-
temporary methods of social description; they are a technology for producing 
truth.”2 It is precisely the unanimity in the perception of statistical indicators 
as indisputable facts that makes them a powerful political tool in the hands of 
opposing groups competing not only for power and resources, but also for the 
truth, for the right to assert their vision of social processes as not only (and 
exclusively) correct. Constant references to statistics confirm their perception 
as a tool that, when used properly (i.e., professionally and without manipula-
tion), can reveal the real state of society. 

Therefore, despite the fact that censuses do not occur very often and in 
many cases cause controversy and protests, society generally perceives them 
as a routine bureaucratic procedure, ”something like national accounting.”3   
Many scholars argue that censuses do much more than simply reflect social 
reality; rather, they play a key role in creating that reality.4   

Perhaps most strikingly, the role of the census is evident in the division of 
the population into specific categories. Although these are usually perceived 

 
1 RABINOW 1984, 16. 
2 Ibid. 840–843. 
3 КЕРЦЕР 2002, 2. 
4 Ibid. 2–3. 
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as reflecting objective characteristics of individuals and their associated self-
identifications in census forms, and thus in public knowledge, which in turn 
naturalises their presence in the forms. Such characteristics are introduced by 
the classification sanction of state power, conditioned by the desire to control 
and legitimise. In an effort to make society understandable and manageable, 
the state uses census categories to assign each of its members ”their own – one 
and only – absolutely clear place.”5   

But the state does not always succeed in establishing the priority of its cat-
egories of alternative identifications of citizens. In particular, in democratic 
states, where the authorities do not overly hinder group mobilisation, and the 
political representation of each group, and sometimes even a guaranteed 
share of financial or other resources, depends on its size. Therefore, various 
activists try to use the census to achieve recognition as an objective, scientific 
fact on which to base political demands – for the largest possible number of 
their groups or even their very existence. They are fighting not only for the 
correct recording of respondents’ answers and their counting, but also for the 
correct questions and lists of acceptable answers that will ensure results fa-
vourable to their group. First and foremost, this concerns ethnic, racial and 
linguistic categories, in the establishment of which the census, even if it ap-
peals to an objective division of people into corresponding groups, cannot ig-
nore the self-identification of respondents. Often, spokespeople for one group, 
seeking recognition of its existence and/or greater numbers, demand that the 
authorities not recognise (not include in the approved list) another group, 
whose presumed members they want to assign to their own. In other cases, 
the fear of representatives of a certain group that the number of its members 
determined by the census will be insufficient to justify the power assigned to 
it (quota of seats in government bodies or official status of its language) may 
lead to the exclusion of certain questions from the census, such as ethnicity or 
native language, or the cancellation of the census altogether.6  

For its part, the state is most concerned with demonstrating the numerical 
superiority of that part of the population which it considers itself to represent, 
not only politically but also culturally, and whose supposed will it uses to 
justify its legitimacy.  

For example, states that present themselves as national legitimise them-
selves by identifying the overwhelming majority of citizens with the titular 
(ethnic) nation or its language, which is usually perceived as the most im-
portant characteristic of the nation. And for new independent states that have 
emerged in the place of former colonies or empires, the indisputable ad-
vantage of the titular nation seems to confirm the power of self-determination, 

 
5 АНДЕРСОН 2001, 206. 
6 Ibid. 
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the consequence and embodiment of which they consider themselves to be, 
and legitimises the representation of this very ”state-forming” nation in dis-
course and political practice.7   

In such conditions, the census becomes a battle between different elites 
representing certain identity projects for the support of the masses, that is, 
something like an election.  

In newly formed states, citizens in the first census do indeed choose to a 
certain extent between ”yes” and ”no”, deciding whether to belong to the na-
tion that the state is creating. This choice is most evident in the extent of iden-
tification with the titular ethnic group and its language, which usually has the 
status of the only official language.  

The census itself is an interaction between the state (the executors are tem-
porarily hired workers) and citizens, and the discourse generated by this in-
teraction reflects both their attitude towards each other and the political cul-
ture of society, as well as the widespread ideas about the categories used in 
the census, in particular ethnic and linguistic ones. This is done through pub-
lic discourse presenting the census before, during and after it is conducted: 
questions and acceptable answers are selected, results are communicated and 
interpreted, the essence of the census event and the status of the knowledge 
obtained in it are defined, and the language in which this knowledge should 
be expressed is formed.  

Undoubtedly, the media discourse occupies the main place among these 
discourses, not only presenting the event and results of the census to citizens, 
but also mediating their presentation in other discourses, in particular politi-
cal and academic ones, which contribute most to the adoption and justifica-
tion of decisions on the necessity and specific method of conducting the cen-
sus. Media discourse places the personal experience of each respondent in the 
context of the experience of other people and the country/nation as a whole, 
thus giving it new meaning. It explains to citizens what will happen to them, 
what they should (and should not) do, and what the results reported by stat-
isticians mean. It (de)legitimises not only the census campaign and the behav-
iour of census takers/the state, but also the knowledge gained as a result of 
this campaign: both in the presentation of the census results that have just 
been summarised and, most importantly, in the further presentation of its 
data as indisputable knowledge (or, conversely, the result of unprofessional-
ism or political manipulation).8  
 
 
 

 
7 Ibid, 225. 
8 FOUCAULT 1984, 73. 
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General characteristics of the 2001 Ukrainian census 
 
The first and only census in independent Ukraine, held on 5–14 December 
2001,9 demonstrated a combination of innovations and inevitable conflicts in 
the use of new methodological approaches with the experience of Soviet cen-
suses and political interests, as well as an open correlation between the do-
mestic context and international experience in conducting censuses. 

Of course, society is extremely interested in knowing everything about it-
self. This is why a census is conducted. A census in a multi-ethnic state can 
provide unique information about the country, its inhabitants, their number, 
nationality, language, family composition, employment, and so on. Questions 
about nationality and language occupy an important place in censuses and 
are of great socio-political significance in many states, including Ukraine. Eth-
nic identification is influenced by politics and science, as well as legislation 
and certain state procedures. This applies to the 2001 census in Ukraine, 
where, after the collapse of the USSR, there were serious changes in the ethnic 
composition of the population due to changes in identification and migration 
processes. 

According to the president of the Sociological Association of Ukraine, Doc-
tor of Sociological Sciences Mykola Shulga, ”...The State Statistics Committee 
is obliged to provide the public with complete statistical data, including cen-
sus results. However, the 2001 census data has not been made public for two 
years, and this data will soon lose its value for the sphere of governance. The 
full census data for 2001 will be available in five years at best, when the inten-
sity of social processes will have led to a completely different society... It will 
only be of interest for historical research.”10  

According to researchers, after the collapse of the USSR, there were about 
130 representatives of national minorities, indigenous peoples and ethnic 
groups living in Ukraine.11 This is due to historical events such as migrations 
and resettlements12 that took place in different historical periods, as well as 
Ukraine’s proximity to other states – the Russian Federation, Belarus, Mol-
dova, Poland, Slovakia, Hungary and Romania, which predetermined the 
multi-ethnic composition of the population. 

According to the 2001 all-Ukrainian census, the country had a population 
of 48,923.2 million.13 According to information from the State Statistics Com-

 
9 Population censuses were also conducted in the second republics of the former USSR 
in 1999–2002. 
10 КИРИЧЕНКО 2004. 
11 ТОВТ 2004. 
12 ГОСУДАРСТВЕННАЯ СЛУЖБА СТАТИСТИКИ УКРАИНЫ 2021.  
13 ЛЄЛІЧ 2020. 



 
 
 
 
 
206                         NADIIA YEFYMYSHCH 

 

mittee of Ukraine, the following data on ethnic composition was recorded: 
37.5 million Ukrainians (72.8%) and about 14 million (27.3%) representatives 
of other nationalities and ethnic groups lived in Ukraine.14 The most numer-
ous national minority in the country were Russians - 8.3 million people, or 
17.3% of the total population. The table shows the size and composition of the 
population of Ukraine according to the results of the 2001 All-Ukrainian Pop-
ulation Census (data on the most numerous nationalities).15 
 

 Nationalities 

Number 

(thousands 

of people) 

In % of the total 2001 

as a % of 

1989 
2001  1989  

Ukrainians 37541,7  77,8  72,7  100,3  

Russians 8334,1  17,3  22,1  73,4  

Belarusians 275,8  0,6  0,9  62,7  

Moldovans 258,6  0,5  0,6  79,7  

Crimean Tatars 

248,2  0,5  0,0  

5.3 times 

more 

Bulgarians 204,6  0,4  0,5  87,5  

Hungarians 156,6  0,3  0,4  96,0  

Romanians 151,0  0,3  0,3  112,0  

Poles 144,1  0,3  0,4  65,8  

Jews 103,6  0,2  0,9  21,3  

Armenians 

99,9  0,2  0,1  

1.8 times 

more 

Greeks 91,5  0,2  0,2  92,9  

Tatars 73,3  0,2  0,2  84,4  

Roma 47,6  0,1  0,1  99,3  

Azerbaijanis 45,2  0,1  0,0  122,2  

Georgians 34,2  0,1  0,0  145,3  

Germans 33,3  0,1  0,1  88,0  

Gagauz 31,9  0,1  0,1  99,9  

Other nationalities 177,1  0,4  0,4  83,9  

 
14 ТОВТ 2001, 111. 
15 ДЕРЖАВНИЙ КОМІТЕТ СТАТИСТИКИ УКРАЇНИ 2003, 254. 
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However, the results of research conducted by the Kyiv International In-
stitute of Sociology (KIIS) of the National Academy of Sciences of Ukraine on 
the population census differed from the official statistics, and these findings 
are supported by ethnic minorities. According to the results of the KIIS data, 
mono-ethnic Ukrainians accounted for approximately 60–62%, bi-ethnic Rus-
sian-Ukrainians 23–25%, mono-ethnic Russians 9–10% and about 5% of peo-
ple from other ethnic groups: more than 100,000 people; from 30,000 to 100,000 
people; up to 10,000 people and groups from 1,000 to 5,000 people.16  

In this regard, the issue of citizens’ linguistic self-identification, which may 
not coincide with their ethnic and cultural identity, takes on particular im-
portance, and may even change depending on the social, political and ideo-
logical context, as researchers point out.17  

The fact that the concept of native language is essentially fundamental to 
the formation of state language policy is noted not only by sociolinguists, but 
also by representatives of other related humanities. Thus, Doctor of Sociolog-
ical Sciences, Professor N. A. Shulga notes that it is precisely the definition of 
native language that serves as the basis for the mobilisation of individual pop-
ulation groups by politicians, the object of protection by sociocultural groups, 
the subject of fierce disputes between states, etc.  

A review of sociological research data and the latest census (2001) provides 
a varied and contradictory picture of the linguistic self-identification of 
Ukrainian citizens. According to the results of the State Statistics Committee 
census: 67.5% of the population named Ukrainian as their native language, 
29.6% named Russian, and 2.6% named other languages.18  

In a 2003 study by the Kyiv International Institute of Sociology (KIIS), the 
results were as follows: 54.4% of the population indicated Ukrainian as their 
native language, 30.4% indicated Russian, 12.4% indicated that they spoke 
both Ukrainian and Russian, and the remaining 2.8% indicated other lan-
guages.19 

An important factor in Ukrainian society is the regional distribution of eth-
nic minorities. In some areas, national minorities lived in compact communi-
ties and constituted the majority in certain regions – Zakarpattia (Hungarians), 
Chernivtsi (Romanians) and Odessa (Moldovans, Gagauz, Bulgarians) re-
gions, and the Autonomous Republic of Crimea until 2014 (Russians, Crimean 
Tatars). Russians constituted the majority of the population in Donetsk 
(38.2%), Luhansk (39%), Kharkiv (25.6%), Zaporizhia (24.7%) and Odesa 
(20.7%) regions. It should be noted that in the Autonomous Republic of 

 
16 ШУЛЬГА 2011, 3. 
17 ЯЗЫК И ИДЕНТИЧНОСТЬ 2006. 
18 ВСЕУКРАИНСКАЯ ПЕРЕПИСЬ НАСЕЛЕНИЯ 2001. 
19 КУДРЯВЦЕВА 2012. 
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Crimea, Ukrainians constituted less than half of the population (24.3%) until 
2014 and were outnumbered by other ethnic groups. In all other regions, 
Ukrainians were in the majority: Ternopil (97.8%), Ivano-Frankivsk (97.5%), 
Volyn (96.9%), Rivne (95.3%), Vinnytsia (94.9%), Lviv (94.8%), Khmelnytskyi 
(93.9%) regions. However, in some regions of eastern and southern Ukraine, 
this advantage was not so significant (Donetsk region – 56.9%, Luhansk – 
57.9%, Odesa – 62.8%).20 

The census confirmed the preservation of the multi-ethnic character of 
Ukraine’s regions and the influence of a number of ethnic groups on socio-
cultural and political processes in their traditional areas of settlement. The re-
gional settlement of national minorities in Ukraine is a complex and multifac-
eted process that requires attention from the state and society to ensure their 
rights and preserve cultural diversity. 

This confirms the opinion of experts that the census in new states is of ex-
clusively political significance, since, according to researcher V. Tishkov, it 
allows ”the construction of the image of nations and states to be realised, and 
the harsh reality to be adjusted through census categories and manipula-
tions.”21   

Ukraine was the only European country that did not conduct a census in 
the 2010 round.22 The official reason for refusing to conduct the next census, 
the date of which had been postponed several times, was allegedly a lack of 
funds. After the occupation of Crimea and part of the Donbas region after 
2014, a political conflict arose: Ukraine cannot conduct a census in the tempo-
rarily uncontrolled territories, but at the same time cannot refuse to conduct 
it, as it considers these lands to be an integral part of its territory. However, 
this did not mean that it was possible to refuse to conduct the 2020 census. 
Moreover, Ukraine is not the first country to be forced to conduct a census 
during an armed conflict. 

Therefore, in 2019, the Cabinet of Ministers of Ukraine commissioned the 
Institute for Demography and Social Studies to conduct a census that was 
atypical for Ukraine, using data from mobile operators and state registers of 
individuals (Pension Fund, Civil Registry Office, identification codes). The re-
sults showed that the country has a population of 37.29 million, rather than 
41.8 million according to data from the State Statistics Committee for Septem-
ber 2019, excluding the occupied territories of Donbas, Crimea and Sevasto-
pol.23  

 
20 ЛОЙКО 2004, 66–95. 
21 ТИШКОВ 
22 ОРГАНИЗАЦИЯ ОБЪЕДИНЕННЫХ НАЦИЙ 2021, 28 (c).  
23 МЕЛЬНИКОВ 2020. 
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According to Olga Balakireva, head of the board of the A. Yaremenko 
Ukrainian Institute for Social Research (UISR), a full census cannot be re-
placed by an assessment based on three research methods. Therefore, UISI 
representatives called on the government to conduct a full census, referring 
to international documents which state that during a census, interrelated in-
formation is collected: family, national and linguistic status of the population, 
data on housing stock, characteristics of households and sources of income.24 

A very important factor in Ukraine is the problem of labour migration 
since the late 1990s, which has received little attention. This is not only an 
economic problem, but also a social one. It is noteworthy that the Cabinet of 
Ministers, having conducted a census-like survey, did not aim to determine 
the number of citizens who had left the country. Little is known about the 
structure of internal migration, and this refers not only to the large flows of 
refugees from the war-torn Donbas region, but also to ordinary labour migra-
tion within the country. Even the authorities in Kyiv do not know the exact 
population of the Ukrainian capital and cannot plan the city’s development 
based on realistic indicators.25  

Olga Balakireva believes it would be advisable for Ukraine to conduct not 
just a classic census, but a related one — ”face to face” and with respondents 
filling out online questionnaires. This would reduce the cost of this important 
event.26   

The conclusion is that a full-fledged census is unthinkable without per-
sonal communication with citizens: after all, no register can provide an un-
derstanding of the structure of migration, the state of the housing stock, and 
the language situation in the country. It is extremely important to gather high-
quality information about the population that meets modern requirements 
and criteria and is based on modern methodology. This will enable the au-
thorities to make informed decisions, promote transparency, which in turn 
will contribute to proper public control.  

In most cases, a traditional census is an opportunity for peaceful mobilisa-
tion and unification of the whole society. It should be noted that for many 
people, the census may be one of the few occasions when the state addresses 
them directly. In the context of the conflict between Russia and Ukraine, the 
next census in Ukraine will undoubtedly become a political event. 
 
 
 

 
24 ЛИБАНОВА 2017.  
25 ДОЛГАЛЕВА 2006. 
26 МЕЛЬНИКОВ 2020. 
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