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SOCIAL ONLINE NETWORK PLATFORMS OF UKRAINIANS IN
BULGARIA AS A MEANS FOR SELF-PRESENTATION
AND CONSOLIDATION

Ukrainians in Bulgaria as many other international migrants use social network platforms in their everyday
life. In the text will be studied online platforms used by Ukrainian migrants in Bulgaria for communication,
consolidation and self-presentation. Conclusions are based on empirical material gathered in the period 2016—
2020 mainly by means of semi-structured interviews and virtual ethnography methods.
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Tansa Mamanosa

COLIAJBHI MEPEKI YKPATHIIIB B BOJITAPII
SIK 3ACIB CEBENIPE3EHTAIIT TA KOHCOJIIANIT

Y ecmammi ananizyromovca coyianvui mepedici, AKUMU Hacmo Kopucmynomsca ykpainyi 6 boneapii, sk 3acio
ixHvoi camonpezenmayii ma xounconioayii. Haykosa po36ioka Hanucana Ha 0CHO8I eMNIpUYHUX Mamepianie, sKi
oynu 3iopani aemopkoro 3a 2016—2020 poxu. Y npoyeci docniodicenns 6y10 3acmocos8ano 00801l WUPOKe KOL0
Memooig, 30Kpema HanieCmpyKmyposarno20 iHmeps 1068anHs ma eipmyaivbHoi emuocpagii.

3pobreno nazonoc Ha momy, Wo SUKOPUCMAHHA YKpainyamu 8 Boneapii pisHoManimuux coyianbHux mepesic
ma OouNAUH-NAAMGOPM CMBOPIOE C8020 POOY GIPMYANbHUL NPOCMID, AKULL CAPUAE 30EePeANCEHHIO YKPAIHCLKOT
HAYIOHANLHOT I0eHMUYHOCIE, RONYAAPU3AYIT YKPAIHCLKOT MOBU, NIOMPUMYBAHHIO KOHMAKmMie 3 bamvKisuunorn
mowo.

3aznaueno, wo 00wic0 3 HAUOIILUWIUX eMIcpAHMCbKUX OHAAUH-naam@opm € «InterNationsy. Aemopkor
0y10 npoauanizosaro sipmyanvHy cnitvhonmy «InterNations in Sofiay. [le 0o3zeonuno ecmanogumu KinbKicmo
3apeecmposanHux mam ocid YKpaincbKo2o NOX00NCEHHS, GUIHAUUMU 2e02Pailo IXHbO2O pO3CeNeHHs Ha mepeHax
Boneapii, 3pozymimu cgpepu ixuvoi 3atinamocmi ma ougepenyiroeamu 3a 8ikogumu kamezopiamu. Bemanoeneno,
Wo 3HAUHOIO Nonyaapuicmio ceped YKpainyie y boneapii kopucmyemoca coyianvna mepesica «Facebooky, oe
60HU NiOmpumyroms Qyyukyionyeanns 16 epyn. Lle epynu oiyitinux ykpaincokux opeanizayitl 8 boneapii ma epy-
nu neghopmanvroco xapaxkmepy. ¥ nux suceimaocmocs ingopmayis npo pobomy Iloconscmsa Vipainu é Bonea-
Pii, OiAnbHICb YKPAIHCLKOT 2poMadu, Npo8edeHi HumMu akyii ma iHuii 8i00Mocmi (MONCIUBOCE BUBUEHHS MOBU,
NOOOPOIICYBAHHS, NPUBIMAHHS 3 HA200U cesm mowo). Brazyemuvca na me, wo 6 ymosax nandemii COVID-19,
Koau Macosi oiticmea oyau 3abopouneni, came yi Facebook-cninbnomu cmanu npocmopom 00’ €Onanus yKkpainyie
6 Boneapii 0ns 6i03HaueHHs PI3HUX YKPATHCOKUX CE5IM Ma NIOMPUMKU HAYIOHATLHUX MPaduyiil (Hanpuxiao, 0o
JHa euwusanku 8i00y8aAn0Cs Macoge NOWUPEHH HOmMo- ma eideomamepianie i3 YKpaiHCbKow CUMBONIKOI)).
Mosamu KomyHixayii gucmynaioms yKpaincoka, 0012apcbka ma pocilicbka (8 oKpeMux epynax 0Onucu pociii-
CbKOIH MOB0I0 3aD0pOHeHT). 3ayeadiceno, ujo nodiobHo20 pody epynu 8i0CYmHI 6 coyianvHil mepedci « BKonmax-
mey.

Asmopra pobums UCHOBKU, WO COYIaNbHI OHAAUH-NAAMPOPMU CY2YIOMb 3acobamu camonpeseHmayii
OisinbHocmi ykpainyie y boneapii, a 600HOuaC 80HU MAKOJIC € YUHHUKAMU iIXHbOT KOHCOIOayil ma cnisnpayi.

Kntouosi cnoea: yxpainyi ¢ PBoneapii, coyianvui mepedici, oHIaUH-naamgopmu, camonpeeHmayisi,
KOHconioayisi.

Online and computer-mediated-communication (CMC) is possible due to the ascending number of
software programs for PC and mobile gadgets in which “the communication process is being realized among
people by means of computers connected in a network in which messages are coded, kept, transmitted and
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decoded” [2, p. 15]. N. Baron differs two levels of CMC. The synchrony level refers to the time in which
the communication happens: live (writing synchronically) or through exchange of messages in suitable
time for both senders and receivers (non-synchronically). The second level is determined by the range of
people involved in the communication — one-to-one (a message is directed to one person) and one-to-many
(messages are supposed to be read by more people [8, p. 29; 4, p. 216]).

Several years ago, men communicated through programs for synchronic chatting as mIRC, ICQ, Yahoo
Messenger, etc., or by sending emails non-synchronically, i.e. more popular was one-to-one communication.
Nowadays more preferable are the plenty of programs and applications for internet communication through
VoIP or chat — Facebook, Viber, Google Hangouts, Instagram, Twitter, Telegram, WhatsApp, Weibo,
etc. — which are used for a communication with many people at the same time through synchronic and
non-synchronic chatting. CMC leads to two main forms of virtual collectives: virtual groups and virtual
communities which have in common that they are based on similar interests and the maintenance of
interpersonal relationships through social network platforms.

Research methods and techniques

The empirical data was gathered in the period 2016—2020 mainly by means of semi-structured interviews
and virtual ethnography methods, including analysis of different people’s activities and narratives on websites,
weblogs, Facebook, YouTube videos, etc., and the consequently constructed “internet-worlds™ [13, p. 27].
Kozinets’s method of netnography [19] has been applied as it allows the analysis of internet consumers’
behavior as well as of online communities, consolidated through computer mediated communication.
The method for analysis of these communities he calls “blended ethnography” as it combines virtual and
classical ethnography and focuses on various social activities, regardless of spatial boundaries and of the
presence of the researcher in the field of research [16, p. 6]. Heike Greschke speaks in this context about
the non-participant observation comparing it with the lurking practice of people reading public information
accessible online, what includes also the access to the users’ computer constructed social lives [11; 22]
and their communication as members in different virtual, for example Facebook groups. Another adequate
approach to study virtual group is that of the researcher as a “participant-experiencer” [27; 28] who through
this practice strengthens his position as an active collaborator of the researched group but could also observe
the communication inside, respectively the (shared) members’ behavior. For the processing of the written
data, text- and content-analyses are applied as methodical frameworks because they focus on each individual
situation and the statements of the actors.

Having in mind N. Aksonova’s statement [1, p. 285] that there is a lack of studies on social networks
used for communication by Ukrainian speaking migrants in Bulgaria, this research should be considered as
a try to fill this gap. The text defends the thesis that participation in Facebook and other online platforms,
on the one hand, opens possibilities for self-presentation and, on the other hand, brings opportunities for
virtual consolidation by exchanging through the Internet useful information related to the quotidian life and
immigration of Ukrainians in Bulgaria. These platforms construct a virtual area in which the participation
through native language usage maintains the national identity, the contact to the homeland, and postings
related to a national, folk, church or other Ukrainian holiday, for example, of people singing, dancing or
wearing traditional clothes, contribute for the preservation of the Ukrainian cultural heritage in the virtual
space.

Ukrainians in Bulgaria and social internet platforms they use for communication

Statistical data of the 2011 Population and Housing Census in Bulgaria shows that about 3000 people
with Ukrainian citizenship live in Bulgaria and further 1789 persons perceive themselves as belonging to
the Ukrainian ethnic group. Some of these Ukrainians, predominantly those living in or close Sofia, Plovdiv,
Burgas and Varna, consolidate through the foundation of Ukrainian associations. Since the beginning of
the 21% century seven associations are founded — “Maty Ukraina” (Sofia, 2000), “Dobrudzha — Ukraina”
(Dobrich, 2004), “Diaspora — Ukraina” (Burgas, 2003), Association “Ukrainska diaspora Balkan’ska
sich” (Burgas, 2014), Bulgarian-Ukrainian Association “Chernomorie” (Varna, 2004), “Ukrainska kashta”
(Silistra, 2004), Association of the Ukrainians in Bulgaria “Ukrainska diaspora” (Varna, 2014) and
Ukrainian-Bulgarian Association “Plovdiv” (2012). In 2013 they all formed the Association of Ukrainian
organizations in Bulgaria “Maty Ukraina” (Mother Ukraine). Even there are no recent statistics about the
exact number of Ukrainians in Bulgaria, in their opinion their number has doubled or tripled since 2011.
And several hundreds if not thousands are members of various online social networks.
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Weblogs

Weblogs or blogs are social platforms giving information about the blog-author. Having in mind that
“Social media [...] demand replies” [21, p. 17], and in practice published textual, photo- and video-materials
are shared, liked and commented, as a consequence, users interacting with each other construct social
relationships and invisible groups on the Internet [12].

Among the Ukrainians in Bulgaria has been found however just one blogger who is also an active video
logger.

Volodimir Krisaev (Wolk) who maintains a personal blog in Livejournal and a YouTube-channel both
named “Outside the Window (3a BikHOM)” moves to Bulgaria from Germany in 2017. Besides being an
active player of the Ukrainian migrant football team “Danubian sich (3agynaiicbka ciu)” (2018) he is a keen
traveler: “Everything that happens behind my “windows”: home, car, camera — is the channel “Outside the
window”. In my dreams and in reality, [ live on a journey. The theme of the channel is the travel and the little
miracles that accompany them! What I see is filtering, removing the negative and highlighting the bright
colors! I offer you to see the world with my eyes!” [30].

His blog informs the reader about his interests and quotidian practices. The review of his entries on
his blog shows that he belongs to the group of ‘“non-monetizers” who, withstanding the impact of the
commercial imperatives interwoven in the previously non-commercial sphere of online activity, do not try
to make money with their blogs [14, p. 4]. He uses his blog (https://wolk-2.livejournal.com/) as an open
diary in which he shares his travel destinations, how the journey was, where he slept, what he ate, what
he saw and felt. One can see that his postings include text and photo materials of his trips in Bulgaria and
neighboring countries (Serbia, North Macedonia, Greece, etc.). Entries related to Bulgaria show beautiful
elements of the Bulgarian nature (rock phenomena, waterfalls, tourist paths), museums and other sightseeing
sites, Bulgarian town- and city-scapes as well as explanations of Bulgarian traditions (Grandmother Marta
(Baba Marta) on 1** March, Kukeri processions in Pernik region in January, etc.) in comparison to similar
traditions in other countries, etc. His vlog-videos actually add sound and movement to the stories presented
textually and photographically in the blog. In other words, the postings in his blog are constituents of his
online autobiography which express his wish to share his experience as a migrant and a traveler in Bulgaria
what in fact is useful information for newcomers and Ukrainians planning to migrate to Bulgaria.

Virtual groups

One and maybe the biggest network for virtual communities of people living not in their homeland is the
internet platform InterNations (2007). It numbers almost four million members in virtual communities in
420 towns around the world, including Sofia [31]. Its platform enables easy contact to other compatriots from
a given town and country of birth who being abroad share the same or similar problems. As a consequence,
various groups and communities are formed and participants could find plausible information and services
also in regard to the professional career development. As to the beginning of August 2020 the virtual
community “InterNations Sofia” counts 231 persons of Ukrainian origin (born in Ukraine). An overview of
the member’ profiles reveals that they belong to different age groups, work in various companies in Bulgaria
or elsewhere and live in Sofia, Plovdiv, Burgas, Nova Zagora, Dobrich, etc.

The author’s internet research on social network sites used by Ukrainian migrants shows that the most
popular and respectively most numerous are the virtual groups in the platform Facebook (no groups were
found either in the platform “VKontakte). As to the beginning of August 2020 Ukrainians in Bulgaria
support sixteen Facebook groups. Regarding the formality of the groups they are informal ones created by
Ukrainians in Bulgaria as well as formal groups linked to Ukrainian institutions such as schools, associations,
etc.

For example, the Ukrainian Sunday school uses its Facebook group “Ukrainian Sunday school of Maty
Ukraina Foundation, Bulgaria (Ykpaincbka HeminpHa mkona npu Gynnamii «Matu Ykpainay», boxrapis)”
[37] to exchange school materials, photos and videos of the school lessons, indoor and outdoor activities.
Additionally, the group “Ukrainian children club in Sofia, Bulgaria (YkpaiHcbkuii mutsunii Kiy0o y
Cooii, bonrapis)” [38] named firstly “Ukrainians in Sofia, Bulgaria (Ykpaiumi B Codii, bosirapist)”, is used
by Ukrainian mothers in Sofia who share activities and materials for education of children in Ukrainian
language and culture.

Misleading could be for some Facebook users the names of regionally sounding groups like “Ukrainians
in Burgas (Ykpainui B Bypraci)” [44] or “Ykpaiuni Bapau — Ykpauniure BB Bapna — Ukrainians in Varna
Bonrapis” [42] which are actually groups of local Ukrainian organizations. Just one of them explains it
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clearly as a detailed information: “Supporting group of the association “Ukrainian diaspora in Varna and
Varna region” ukrvarna.com. Ukrainians who come to or live in Varna and other parts of Bulgaria enter the
groups, communicate and share information. The group is created to help immigrants from Ukraine who
have moved to live or work in Bulgaria or just plan to move” [42]. Similar is the case with the group labeled
“Ukrainian-Bulgarian association “Plovdiv” (Ykpainceko-0onrapceke ToBapuctBo «llmoBaiBy)” [39]
which is simultaneously a group of the local cultural association, but also of the connected with it Ukrainian
Consulate in Plovdiv, that accepts as members Ukrainians and Bulgarians from Plovdiv and elsewhere.

The analysis of these groups and also the non-formal and non-institutional groups “Ukrainians in Sofia
(Vkpaiuui B Codii)” [46] and “Ukrainians in Varna! :)))) (Vkpaiuui B Bapsi! :)))))” [45] reveals that
participants share besides travel offers, holiday greetings, language learning opportunities, job and rent-
apartment announcements but also video links of a Ukrainian storyteller, public actions of local Ukrainian
communities and posts of the Ukrainian embassy in Bulgaria related to Bulgarian and Ukrainian festivities
as well as to the ways of travelling from and back to Ukraine, especially during the coronavirus pandemic.

In Facebook could be found four groups which translated in English sound “Ukrainians in Bulgaria™:
«Yxpainui B bonrapii» [43], «Ykpainui bonrapii — Ykpaunnuu B benrapust — Ukrainians in Bulgaria» [41]
and two groups named «Ykpaunibl B bosrapuu» [35]. It is worth pointing out that the number of new
members for August 2020 has increased in the first group with more than 300 in comparison to the latter —
with 30 members. An overview of the entries in all groups shows that they have not only names in common
but also the information posted in all of them is related to travel and holiday offers, questions regarding
travelling (during the specific Covid-19 period as well) or the renewal of personal documents, job vacancies
for Ukrainians, Ukrainian events in different Bulgarian towns and Bulgarian sightseeing sites as well. This
corresponds exactly to the self-presentation of the most numerous group «Yxkpaunusl B bonrapum»: “The
group is created to help immigrants from Ukraine who have moved to live or work in Bulgaria or just plan
to resettle. Communication without boundaries. Here you could discuss any topics that you find interesting,
guided by only one principle — mutual respect” [35]. Regarding the topics of entries posted by members in
the group (which current number of group members in August 2020 is more than 5800) in the period July-
August 2020 could be generalized that they are, of course, predominantly focused on the travelling and
immigration during the Covid-19 pandemic situation, about possibilities to immigrate for work in Bulgaria,
but also about a beauty contest for Mrs Burgas and the call to vote for an Ukrainian (business-)woman
as well as an appeal for help for an Ukrainian family that offers services to cook homemade Russian or
Ukrainian dishes. One of the announcements is of a woman searching for her brother: ‘Please help! I can’t
call my brother since 19th August. His engine broke while he was driving. His boss does not give any
explanations. Whom can I call in this case? Can I call the consulate?’” [35]. Demographic data could be
gathered from another posted question about the new place of residence: answered up and then by new
members, it becomes known that Ukrainians in Bulgaria live in the towns Sofia, Varna, Dobrich, Burgas,
Stara Zagora, Yambol, Vidin, etc.

Some of the Facebook groups as “Bulgaria-Ukraine to and fro (bonrapisi-Ykpaina ryau-croau. beirapus-
Vkpaiina nHatam-Hacam)” [33], “Bus Ukraine-Bulgaria (ABToOyc VYkpaina-Bonrapis <-> Bovarapus-
VYkpaitna <-> Ykpauna-bonrapus)” [32], “noe3nku Ykpauna-bosirapus (travels Ukraine-Bulgaria)” [34],
“Ukraine Bulgaria air tickets (Ykpaina bonrapis aBiakButku (Ykpauna boxrapust aBuadunerst)” [36] are
created mainly to be offered passenger services or tickets. Recently, conditions of minibus travels are being
improved “above all for the Eastern region of Bulgaria. For Ukrainians in Burgas and Varna it is easier to
travel to Ukraine than to Sofia if they need to renew their personal documents. There are special groups
in Facebook in which are posted announcements... There are regular microbus carriers two-three times a
week. Sometimes they come from Plovdiv or Sofia and travel to Kiev. There are vans travelling only during
the day in so that it is not dangerous to drive at night on the roads. (...) Passenger services are offered
most often by Ukrainians to Ukrainians or people interested in these destinations. Sometimes this type of
travelling is chosen, although it lasts longer, but for example flights to Odessa are twice a week and you have
to wait a lot at the airports and you cannot take much luggage” [30]. Respectively, these agencies offer also
currier services “but every order is individual and must be negotiated with the driver” [33]. Publications in
the group “Bulgaria-Ukraine to and fro (bonrapis-Ykpaina tyau-cronu. beirapus-Ykpaiina Haram-Hacam)”
[33] show that most offered are the routes Sofia-Odessa, Kyiv-Varna, etc. Every person travelling by car
to and from cities in Bulgaria and Ukraine posts a news in the group. This group turns out to be especially
useful for sharing of information related to the restrictions enforced due to the Covid-19 pandemic, such as
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the organized with the help of the Embassy of Ukraine transfer of Ukrainian citizens from and to Bulgaria
as well as a delivery of humanitarian consignment to Ukrainian truck drivers quarantined in Turkey, but also
the ingenious suggestion for a travel to Ukraine: “I go to Kharkiv on foot. I can take two travelers with me.
Free of charge” [33].

Concerning the festive calendar there are many greetings posted for national holidays as the National
Flag Day (23th August) or the Independence Day (24th August) but favorite are also online greetings for
Christmas and Easter. Furthermore, Facebook groups are used as virtual podiums at the Embroidered Shirt
(Vyshivanka) Day (3rd Thursday of May) — or any other national Ukrainian holiday — when in-person
participation is not possible and people share photos or videos on which they are dressed with a vyshivanka
[23]. In the spring of 2020 when massive face-to-face gatherings were prohibited because of the coronavirus
pandemics it was actually the only possibility to celebrate and consolidate with others by sharing photos
virtually.

Conclusion

In general, the low number of bloggers and vloggers and the high number of Facebook groups could be
explained by the fact that the cutting-edge in 2006 when weblogs were used as a means of self-expression
their role has been replaced recently by other easier to use social media as Facebook, Instagram, etc., whereas
the first ones focus on sharing content on social networks and the focus of the latter is on photos.

Considering the mentioned above Facebook groups could be generalized that different members post
various entries regarding the life in Bulgaria, the immigration and emigration processes and everything
else of relevance for the person writing. The chat language in most of the Facebook groups is allowed to be
Ukrainian, Russian, Bulgarian. In other groups members writing in Russian language are banned. The most
dominant topics posted and discussed in the groups, regardless of the aims of a group, are related to the
migration from Ukraine to Bulgaria, finding a job and a place to live. Except for specific groups seldom in
the focus are topics on literature, family, nature, politics. Another undiscussed topic is food. In comparison
to them food and its consumption are common topics in the Facebook groups of Germans in Bulgaria [6].
On the one hand, this could be due to the fact that Germans living now in Bulgaria are representatives
of the current immigration of West-Europeans in Bulgaria — including people coming from Great Britain
[18; 10], Netherlands [9], Italy [3] that occurred predominantly since the beginning of 21st century. In
contrast, Ukrainians of different immigrant waves live in Bulgaria continuously since the beginning of the
20th century and even earlier [5] and Ukrainian products and dishes are present in Ukrainian and Russian
restaurants and shops [see 25; 7].

Nevertheless, active membership in online groups as well as blogs and vlogs commenting gives the users
possibilities to communicate in their native language, to extend their offline social network, to ask for help
and support, and even to celebrate various holidays virtually. In such a context online group formations
function as channels for virtual consolidation with other compatriots in the same or other country residence.
Seen from another perspective, on the one hand, putting together the postings of Ukrainian Facebook group
members in a patch-work brings a collage of the social identities of the participating Ukrainians which
represent the image of the virtual group. On the other hand, bloggers and vloggers — and sometimes also
other social network users — self-presenting their lifestyle ‘weave’ their online autobiographies [see also 15;
26; 20] and sociocultural identities and share them with others.

Even the research results are based on few examples, the conclusions and the empirical data could be
used for further studies on social online platforms and their function as an instrument for communication,
self-presentation and consolidation of Ukrainian or other international migrants in foreign ethnic and cultural
settings.
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