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The paper’s aim is to analyse the impact of emig-
ration abroad on the ethnicity of Slovaks in Tran-
scarpathia. To address the research aim, field rese-
arch was conducted in the Slovak-Ukrainian locali-
ties of Transcarpathia in 2024 and 2025. The rese-
arch is theoretically anchored in the situational ap-
proach to ethnicity. The findings indicate that emig-
ration posed a significant challenge for Slovaks even
prior to the Russian invasion of Ukraine, and the
conflict has exacerbated this trend. Emigration re-
sults in a notable decline in the Slovak population
in Transcarpathia, thereby reinforcing assimilation
into the Ukrainian majority.
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Introduction

Transcarpathia is Ukraine’s westernmost
region, bordering the European Union's (EU)
members - Poland, Slovakia, Hungary, and
Romania. The region thus has multiethnic,
multicultural, and multireligious character
consisting of Ukrainians, Rusyns, Hungarians,
Romanians, Russians, Roma, Germans, Jews,
and Slovaks, etc. According to the last Ukrai-

32

ne’s census in 2001, 5,695 people in Transcar-
pathia (0,45 % of the entire Transcarpathian
population) declared themselves as Slovaks
(Tyvodar, 2010, p. 54). Slovaks are localized in
the west of the region. Stats of the 2001 census
show that 75 % of them live in settlements of
the Uzhhorod rayon which borders with Slo-
vakia. It is difficult to anticipate the number of
Slovaks today, because of ongoing emigration,
assimilation, and revitalization processes, but
according to our findings during the field rese-
arch, the number is lower than in 2001. We
found out that emigration abroad is one of the
main factors that causes the decline of Slovaks
in Transcarpathia. Emigration is interconnected
with assimilation and efforts of preservation of
the Slovak ethnicity. Emigration from Tran-
scarpathia and its impact on the Slovaks rema-
ining in the region was not the target of scienti-
fic research yet. Urgency of the research of the
topic is multiplied by the Russian invasion of
Ukraine which is crucial factor stepping into
the migration and ethnicity of Slovaks.

Methodology

The paper’s primary aim is to analyse im-
pact of emigration on the ethnicity of Slovaks
in Transcarpathia. To achieve this objective, we
conducted field research in Transcarpathia
from 11 March to 11 June 2024, which we sup-
plemented with brief investigations in July,
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August, October 2024, and another research
from 5 to 30 May 2025. Field research aims to
get data through unmediated, personal contact
with the studied community (Soukup, 2014,
p. 60). The primary research technique for data
collection was unstructured and semi-
structured individual and group interviews
with individuals from the Slovak-Ukrainian
localities using a pre-prepared questionnaire.
In total, we interviewed 111 individuals, of
whom 48 were Slovaks, 39 Ukrainians, and
24 people of Slovak origin who declared Ukra-
inian or mixed ethnicity. Of the individuals
who identified themselves as Slovaks, 42 were
Roman Catholics (5 were undetermined and
1 Orthodox). Including people of Slovak origin,
51 out of 72 such respondents were Roman
Catholics. The interviews were conducted in li-
terary and dialect forms of Slovak and Ukrai-
nian.

In the empirical part of the paper, we do
not incorporate quotations from every respon-
dent; instead, we selectively utilize quotations
from certain respondents that most effectively
exemplify the research findings. Information
about respondents is in the Appendix No 1.
Since the topic of emigration, ethnicity and war
could be sensitive, we anonymize respondents
(for their protection) and present only their sex,
year of birth, locality, ethnicity and language of
the interview. Respondents were informed of
the aims of our research and if they verbally
agreed, we recorded the interviews on the
phone. Because of our (researcher’s) Slovak
ethnicity and cultural background, we are
aware of possible research or confirmation bias
towards the Slovak minority in Transcarpathia.
All possible effort to minimize our bias and
subjectivity was done during the implementa-
tion and interpretation of the research.

In addition to the interview, the participant
observation technique was applied at several
cultural and religious events. We visited the ci-
ties of Uzhhorod, Mukachevo, Perechyn, and
the villages of Velykyi Bereznyi, Turia Remeta,
Huta, Onokivtsi, Storozhnytsia, Hlyboke, Se-
rednie, Antalovtsi, Rodnykova Huta, Kolchy-
no, Klenovets, Dovhe, and Lysychovo. We also
visited the Centre of Slovak Culture in the 4th
Lyceum in Uzhhorod. The only school in Tran-
scarpathia where Slovak is the teaching lan-
guage. As a subject or voluntary course is
taught in schools in Antalovtsi, Dovhe, Pere-
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chyn, Mukachevo, Storozhnytsia, Turia Reme-
ta, and Uzhhorod.

The active Slovak associations are based in
Uzhhorod - Matica Slovenska in Ukraine,
Uzhhorod Association of Slovaks, and The
Transcarpathian Cultural and Educational
Association of the Slovak Women “Doévera”.
Folklore ensembles with Slovak dance or sin-
ging repertoire are Liptaki (Velykyi Bereznyi),
Turianska Dolyna and Paradnitse (Turia Reme-
ta), Hutianochka (Huta), Arnika, Nasha Fayta,
and Betiari (Storozhnytsia), Kamaratky and
Antalovchanochka  (Antalovtsi), —Hutnitski
Vechirky (Rodnykova Huta), and The Hono-
ured Academic Transcarpathian Folk Choir in
Uzhhorod performs folk songs and dances of
all Transcarpathian ethnic minorities including
Slovak one. Facebook page Slovaks of Ukraine
informs about the activities within the minori-

ty.
Ethnicity and Slovaks abroad

Ethnicity constitutes a fundamental concept
within the humanities and social sciences. Mul-
tiple theories and approaches offer divergent
perspectives on this concept. This study adopts
the situationalist approach, initially conceptua-
lized by Fredrik Barth in the 1960s, as articula-
ted in his introduction to Ethnic Groups and
Boundaries: The Social Organisation of Culture
Difference (1969). Barth posits that ethnic
groups are not static entities with inherent cha-
racteristics. Instead, he contends that ethnic
groups and their boundaries emerge through
mutual interactions and relationships. Accor-
ding to Barth, an ethnic group exists when in-
dividuals self-ascribe a particular ethnicity and
when social environment similarly recognizes
and perceives them as such. Both self-
identification and external identification are
pivotal in the formation of ethnicity (Barth,
1969, p. 13-14). Accepting this premise necessi-
tates the inquiry: under what circumstances do
individuals ascribe ethnicity to themselves and
others, and act upon it? This leads to the
conclusion that ethnicity is a situational status.
The characteristics emphasized in social in-
teractions are not predetermined, nor is the re-
levance of ethnicity in every situation. Ethnici-
ty may hold significance across all social con-
texts, in select spheres, or not at all.
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In the 1980s, Jonathan Y. Okamura introdu-
ced the concept of situational ethnicity, highlig-
hting the considerable variability in ethnic
declaration, contingent upon the prevailing so-
cial context and the individual’s interpretation
and perception of the situation. In certain con-
texts, ethnicity may be a pertinent factor influ-
encing interaction, while in others, it may not.
Situational ethnicity encompasses both cognitive
and structural dimensions. The cognitive as-
pect pertains to the subjective interpretation of
the situation and the subsequent ascription of
ethnicity to oneself or others. However, this
ascription is not entirely free choice, as it oc-
curs within a specific social context, constitu-
ting the structural aspect, which is characteri-
zed by various constraints imposed on indivi-
duals, stemming from the societal structure of
relations (Okamura, 1981, p. 454-456). Joana
Nagel also discusses the situational, voluntary,
and dynamic characteristics of ethnicity. She
posits that ethnic boundaries, identities, and
cultures are continuously negotiated and con-
structed through social interactions both within
and beyond the ethnic group. Nagel further
conceptualizes ethnicity as a product of both
internal and external identification, wherein
people select from a range of ethnicities defi-
ned by socially and politically constructed ca-
tegories, which may confer various advantages
or disadvantages (Nagel, 1994, p. 153).

We find the situationalist approach to ethni-
city particularly advantageous for examining
the Slovak minority in Transcarpathia. Throu-
ghout the 20t century, this region experienced
shifts across several political systems, each
with distinct policies regarding ethnic minori-
ties, including Slovaks. These systems ranged
from Magyarization (until 1914 and during
1939-1944), to the status of a state-forming na-
tion during the Czechoslovakian period (1919-
1939), to assimilation policies in the Soviet
Union (1945-1991), and finally to the recogni-
tion of the Slovak minority and the guarantee
of its minority rights in independent Ukraine
post-1991. During these periods, identifying
with the Slovak ethnicity could present advan-
tages, disadvantages, or be of little relevance.
Therefore, manifestation of the Slovak ethnicity
depended on current situation. As noted by
Thomas Hylland Eriksen (2019, p. 28), it is not
feasible to homogenize ethnic groups, as not all
members necessarily share all characteristics
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deemed typical of a given group. Slovaks of
Transcarpathia is not a homogeneous group;
rather, they exhibit diverse manifestations.
These range from a tepid attitude towards
ethnicity, characterized by a lack of ethnic ex-
pressions beyond personal self-identification
with Slovak ethnicity to active community
members who endeavour to preserve and
promote their ethnicity and its selected mani-
festations.

Ethnicity can be selectively activated or mo-
bilized. Eriksen (2012, p. 117) posits that
a group may activate ethnicity through internal
activities (directed inside the group) related to
shared language, religion, and the notion of
common origin, as well as through external ac-
tivities toward other groups such as competi-
tion, stereotypes, hostility, and boundary sym-
bols. Boris Michalik (2012, p. 95-101) further
elaborates on the activation of ethnicity within
the ethnic minority's environments, identifying
six key factors: family environment, mother
tongue learning, associational life, commercia-
lization of traditional culture, support from the
mother country, and individual personal in-
terest. These factors contribute to the stimula-
tion of ethnicity, which is inherently based on
differences from other ethnic groups. Ladislav
Lenovsky (2017, p. 247) asserts that elements of
ethnicity that most distinctly represent diffe-
rences from others are emphasized, particu-
larly linguistic and cultural identity among
Slovaks abroad. For Lenovsky, the relations be-
tween language, culture, and identity forms the
foundational pillar of the minority identity,
which must remain robust to prevent assimila-
tion due to external or internal pressures. Na-
tional cultural institutions, such as schools,
churches, and associations, play a crucial role
in preserving ethnicity by conducting educa-
tional and social activities. According to Jan
Botik (2011, p. 17-18), these institutions are vi-
tal as they symbolize the spiritual and cultural
identity of Slovaks abroad, thereby reinforcing
their sense of belonging.

Research on Slovaks in Transcarpathia,
although before 2014, concurs that language,
culture, and religion (Roman Catholicism,
which distinguishes them from the Greek
Catholic and Orthodox majority) are perceived
as key attributes of their ethnicity (Boleraczova,
2006, p. 84; Kokaisl - Stolfova - Zychova -
Hanus, 2014, p. 70). Based on our research, we
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would also include self-identification with
ethnicity, identification by others, and aware-
ness of one’s origin as essential attributes. The
population of people in Transcarpathia identi-
tying as Slovak has been experiencing a pro-
longed decline, despite concerted efforts by
some members of the minority to counteract
this trend. Mojmir BenZa, who conducted
ethnographic research among Slovaks in Tran-
scarpathia during the late 1990s alongside
other collaborators, asserts that Slovak ethnic
consciousness was predominantly present
among the middle-aged and older generations
at that time, and it was closely associated with
religious identity (Benza, 1998, p. 60). Post-
1991, assimilation trends among Slovaks,
which were established during the Soviet Uni-
on (USSR) era, persisted.! However, the 1990s
witnessed a “renaissance” of ethnicity, akin to
other post-socialist nations, where ethnicity
emerged as a significant factor influencing so-
cial interactions. Following the USSR period,
during which state policies sought to diminish
the relevance of ethnicity, the 1990s saw a seg-
ment of Slovaks expressing increased interest
in their heritage and articulating their ethnic
interests (Makara, 1999, p. 69-70). Two contras-
ting trends are present among Slovak in Tran-
scarpathia: the assimilation and weakening of
ethnicity, and conversely, the revitalization and
efforts to preserve ethnicity and its perceived
attributes. Our research findings suggest that
assimilation is significantly exacerbated by the
emigration of primarily young and middle-
aged individuals abroad, particularly to Slova-
kia. Other scholars, such as Molnar and Molnar
(2010, p. 490), also attribute the decline in the
Slovak population in Transcarpathia to factors
such as migration, assimilation, and low birth
rates.

Since the dissolution of the USSR and the
establishment of independent Ukraine in 1991
its citizens have begun to migrate abroad. Un-
like Ukrainians, for instance, Slovaks from
Transcarpathia benefit from simplified entry
into Slovakia if they possess a certificate (sta-
tus) of a Slovak living abroad. Data from the
Office for Slovaks Living Abroad (USZZ) be-
tween 2012 and 2025 indicate that hundreds of
applications for such certificates are submitted

1 About the Soviet ethnic policies, see, e.g.: Brubaker
(1996), Kahanov (2019), or Lavrynenko (2019).
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from Ukraine annually, making it the second-
highest country in terms of applications after
Serbia (USZZ, 2025). However, this does not
imply that all individuals with a Slovak certifi-
cate have emigrated to Slovakia, nor that only
those with this status migrate. Prior to the full-
scale war in 2022, migration abroad was prima-
rily economic, driven by work and study
opportunities. Many people were migrating
seasonally and were regularly returning to
Transcarpathia. Post-2022, many individuals
also migrated for security reasons, while eco-
nomic migration persists.

Research results
The ethnicity and the activities of Slovaks

Unlike in the USSR, after 1991 Slovaks have
had the opportunity to express their ethnicity
in domains previously prohibited or significan-
tly restricted by the state, such as education,
associations, churches, and the media. Concur-
rently, previously unavailable opportunities
for migration abroad emerged, which Slovaks
began to utilize. According to respondents,
Slovaks have had unrestricted options since
1991 to develop. Respondent No. 1 generally
described it: “There are no obstacles, since the
90s, yes, since the times of Ukraine it has chan-
ged a lot, for the better, of course. We see it in
television, we also have a school, it can be
taught [the Slovak language: author’s note],
there are also associations. Even the Slovak
philology at the university, they can go study
the Slovak language. National minorities have
received more rights, yes, because those events,
that is normal, it can be organized normally, to
participate in those folklore festivals.”

The respondent primarily emphasized the
benefits for the minority in terms of education,
media, and association activities, also mentio-
ning the Department of Slovak Philology at
Uzhhorod National University, although the
Slovak language was taught at the University
since 1950s. For the preservation and develop-
ment of the ethnic minority is democratic envi-
ronment with guaranteed rights crucial, yet it
is even more important that the minority acti-
vely utilizes these opportunities. The impetus
must originate within the minority itself, as
Satava (2009, p. 49) notes, even the most de-
mocratic environment does not automatically
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prevent the assimilation of an ethnic group if
the group itself does not wish to utilize its
opportunities. Slovaks continue to avail
themselves of these opportunities today, yet
they remain unable to fully prevent assimila-
tion.

Associations have played a significant role
in maintaining and shaping ethnicity, emer-
ging almost immediately after the establis-
hment of independent Ukraine. The folklore
ensemble Liptaki was founded in 1991 and had
its first performance in 1992, while the Matica
Slovenskd in Ukraine was established in 1993;
both remain active today. Respondent No. 2
perceives the significance of associations pri-
marily in the dissemination of the Slovak lan-
guage and culture: “Thanks to the creation of
Ukraine, we were able to establish our associa-
tions and promote our culture here, and as
a result, we still speak some Slovak now, and
the situation has changed.” This respondent al-
so underscores the change in the political sys-
tem and the emergence of Ukraine, which ena-
bled Slovaks to exercise the minority rights gu-
aranteed by the newly formed state. According
to respondent No. 3, the opportunities acquired
had a positive impact on Slovaks, who were
able to use them and cultivate a positive self-
image: “All this had a positive impact on the
development of Slovak culture and Slovak art.
It was such an advertisement.”

After 1991, the Slovak language classes were
introduced in certain localities, and a school
offering instruction in Slovak was established
in Uzhhorod. On one hand, this initiative helps
in preserving the language as a significant at-
tribute of their ethnicity; on the other hand, it
facilitates emigration to Slovakia for education,
as children proficient in Slovak can more readi-
ly gain admission to Slovak secondary schools
and universities. Despite the ambivalent con-
sequences, respondents viewed the intro-
duction of the Slovak language instruction in
schools as a positive influence on ethnicity.
Among Slovaks, language is perceived as
a crucial ethno-identifying element, although it
is not an unequivocal indicator of ethnicity.
Respondent No. 1 recalls the inception of the
Slovak language instruction in Turia Remeta:
“Well, Slovak started to be taught at school, but
as a course, three hours, and the teacher was
Anton Peter, an honoured teacher of Ukraine,
also a Slovak by nationality, ours from Turia
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Remeta, so he started it at school. It was just a
course, and the classes were so mixed that in
those classes, in fact, there were tenth and
eleventh and elementary school grades, diffe-
rent grades, whoever wanted Slovak.”

Respondent No. 4, who instructs voluntary
courses of the Slovak language, history, and
culture in Serednie, also underscores the im-
portance of transmitting the language and cul-
ture to future generations. She warns that failu-
re to do so may result in the complete assimila-
tion of the Slovak minority: “We give priority
to the language, priority to traditions, preser-
vation of all that and in addition to that, educa-
tion, so we also educate those young Slovaks
[...]. They have to learn those traditions, they
not only should, but they have to, because if
they will not pass them on, it will die. I say that
if we do not preserve it now, in two years no
one will need it.”

In discussions concerning ethnicity, respon-
dents frequently transitioned to topics such as
the number of individuals who speak the lan-
guage or attend the Roman Catholic Church,
using these factors to infer the Slovak identity,
despite their acknowledgment that this is not
universally applicable. Beyond educational in-
stitutions, associations, and the church, family
and its environment have been pivotal in pre-
serving the language and ethnicity. All res-
pondents concurred that activities within scho-
ols, associations, churches, and the media are
vital; however, the primary impetus for sustai-
ning the language and ethnicity must originate
from the family. Respondent No. 5 noted that
the language has been preserved primarily be-
cause it was spoken at home: “It has been pre-
served in a way that we spoke only with it in
home with parents, just like I am doing now.
With parents. We did not speak in Ukrainian or
Russian.”

Everyday communication among some Slo-
vaks in Transcarpathia still occurs in standard
or dialect forms of Slovak, predominantly
among middle-aged or older individuals; the
younger generation predominantly speaks
Ukrainian, although some continue to use Slo-
vak in specific contexts. According to the res-
pondents, the number of such individuals is
diminishing. Respondent No. 6 encapsulated
this as follows: “All of us, when we meet like
this, the locals, we all talk in dialect, but not the
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children anymore, some children still talk with
their parents like that, but most no longer do.”

The role of Roman Catholicism as an ethno-
identifying element for Slovaks has been pre-
viously discussed. Its significance lies not only
in the conduct of masses (partly) in Slovak,
providing the believers with opportunities to
engage with the language, but also in the fact
that masses represent one of the few remaining
venues where the Slovak community regularly
convenes and communicates. When inquiring
about Slovaks, respondents typically referen-
ced the number of Roman Catholics in the
village and their church attendance as a basis
for estimating their numbers. The Roman
Catholic churches were often referred to as the
Slovak churches, or when discussing Slovaks,
they would refer to Roman Catholics. Respon-
dent No. 7 described the situation of Slovaks in
Dovhe: “There still are. They go to church, Slo-
vak church.” Similarly, respondent No. 8
commented on Antalovtsi, somewhat hyperbo-
lically stating: “On Sunday there's mass there,
at 11 Kyiv time, always. All the Slovaks are
there together.”

Respondent No. 8 evaluated the role of the
church, asserting that it played a significant ro-
le in facilitating children’s acquisition of the
Slovak language through various courses and
camps. The respondent acknowledged that le-
arning solely within the church or school is in-
sufficient, emphasizing the necessity of the fa-
mily environment for the preservation of both
language and ethnicity: “As long as people
speak at home, the Slovak path is still followed.
Because school is one thing, the church also
provided a lot, because everything in the
church was in Slovak, children had the camps
in Slovak, so we learned a lot of Slovak there,
that was really good, but now it is what it is.”

In Velykyi Bereznyi, respondents also re-
cognized the ongoing benefits of the church to
the Slovaks. Beyond masses as a gathering pla-
ce for Slovaks, the church facilitated the forma-
tion of a folklore ensemble, which emerged
among believers attending Roman Catholic
masses. This is confirmed by a segment from
a group interview involving three respondents:

Respondent No. 9: “Without church, we
would not have ensemble, nothing would be
done, no Slovak language in school.”

Respondent No. 10: “All people gather here,
around the church.”

37

Respondent No. 11: “Until today.”

Despite the efforts of Slovaks in various
domains, that have positive effect on the Slo-
vak ethnicity, according to respondents, their
population in Transcarpathia is diminishing, as
confirmed by respondents across all visited
locations, irrespective of ethnicity or age:
“Now there are fewer of them, fewer families,
but I do not know how many” (respondent No.
12). The Slovak efforts are maybe slowing the
assimilation but is not turning it back and
ethnicity is eroding. The Russian invasion of
Ukraine has significantly impacted the de-
mographic composition in the surveyed areas.
Ukrainian internally displaced persons have
arrived in all locations, further increasing the
Ukrainian population. Respondent No. 6 des-
cribed the situation with internally displaced
persons in Storozhnytsia: “The war has chan-
ged everything, because now we have a lot of
people from the east in Storozhnytsia too, and
that is a lot. They are buying houses. The needy
have left where they can live, and some stayed
here, you know, it is such a village of the rich.
So those who can buy land and build a house
in a year have stayed here.” According to the
Information and Computing Centre of the Mi-
nistry of Social Policy, Family and Unity of
Ukraine (ICC), 123,552 internally displaced
persons from the other areas of Ukraine were
registered in Transcarpathia as of 15 November
2025 (ICC, 2025).

Emigration

In all surveyed locations, respondents
concurred that the primary challenge for the
preservation of the Slovaks in Transcarpathia is
emigration, predominantly to Slovakia, but al-
so to a lesser extent to Czechia and other EU
countries. All respondents knew people who
emigrated to Slovakia and most of them has
some emigrants in their families as well. Emig-
ration subsequently leads to the assimilation
and decline of those who remain. Therefore, si-
tuations to activate? the Slovak ethnicity are
declining. Respondent No. 4 described the si-
tuation, noting that after the onset of the Rus-
sian invasion in 2022, she co-organized huma-
nitarian aid from Slovakia for Slovak families
and discovered that the Slovak population in

2 By the terminology of Eriksen.
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Serednie was smaller than anticipated. She at-
tributes this decline to migration. It is notewor-
thy that she estimated their numbers based on
church attendance: “We counted on there being
7,000 of them [in Transcarpathia: author’s no-
te], but now it is much smaller, who declares,
the migration is quite large. Now it is not only
Slovakia that is a priority, now the EU as well
[...]. Well, we went to those families, based on
how they go to church and to older people who
do not go anywhere anymore, but we know
about them that they are Slovaks, because
some of them are those who do not have a fa-
mily. Well, either the family is already
somewhere beyond the border, and they are
left alone and so on, so there are different social
conditions for that [...]. Well, imagine that we
were counting with 100 such families that re-
main in Serednie, because it was about Sered-
nie, that remain in Serednie, that they, definite-
ly, are Slovaks and there were no longer 100
households, 70 remained and that is very few.”

Similar information regarding emigration to
Slovakia and the EU was also provided by res-
pondents from other locations. The issue for
the minority is that, prior to the Russian inva-
sion in 2022, some individuals migrated abroad
seasonally and returned to Transcarpathia.
However, following the Russian attack, many
have emigrated permanently and do not re-
turn, or only do so occasionally. A significant
factor is the ongoing mobilisation of men (be-
tween 25-60 years of age) into the army. This
implies that men working in Slovakia, for in-
stance, would not be permitted to return abro-
ad if they return to Ukraine and they could be
conscripted into the army, a scenario some
wish to avoid. Consequently, entire families
are leaving, and if they are unable to sell their
homes, they leave them abandoned. Respon-
dents in a group interview in Hlyboke summa-
rized it as follows:

Respondent No. 13: “A lot of people have
left. To work. We have just walked around
village and there is empty house, there another
one, another one, so many have left.”

Respondent No. 14: “And young men are
trying, maybe abroad, to Czechia, Slovakia, Po-
land, earn some money and buy something. ”

Respondent No. 15: “And the ones who ha-
ve left do not want to come back because of
mobilisation.”
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Respondents have identified several push
factors (pushing people from Transcarpathia)
contributing to migration, including Ukraine’s
challenging economic conditions, low salaries,
and ongoing war. Pull factors in Slovakia and
other EU countries (pulling people there)’ are
superior educational opportunities, favourable
labour market conditions, higher salaries, and
enhanced social welfare. Notably, the most fre-
quently cited motivations are the prospects of
better education and better working conditions
abroad. These factors predominantly influence
young individuals to pursue studies in Slova-
kia and subsequently remain there for emplo-
yment, or to migrate further within the EU.
Respondent No. 2 articulated this sentiment:
“They want to study at your place and then
practically stay there [...]. In 10-20 years, there
will be a small minority, smaller. If the econo-
mic situation here does not change for the bet-
ter... There is a problem with work here.”

The inclination to study in Slovakia was al-
so highlighted by younger respondents. They
have numerous acquaintances, both Slovak
and non-Slovak, who chose the secondary or
tertiary education in Slovakia. Respondent No.
12 asserted that children from Slovak-speaking
families predominantly choose to study in Slo-
vakia: “There are people from the minority
who speak, whose parents speak Slovak, they
go to study to Slovakia immediately.” Respon-
dent No. 16 stated that many individuals from
his social circle have also pursued education in
Slovakia and intend to remain there. He further
noted a prevalent trend among Ukrainians to
learn Slovak, facilitating their relocation to Slo-
vakia. Thus, proficiency in the Slovak language
is also a pragmatic decision, driven not by
ethnicity but by the desire to emigrate to Slo-
vakia. “There are people of the Slovak origin
who have emigrated to Slovakia, my classma-
tes and it seems like they want to stay there. So
many, many live in Slovakia, even non-Slovaks
are learning Slovak, because they want to
study in Presov, Kosice, Bratislava.” Respon-
dent No. 3 corroborates the testimony of res-
pondent No. 16, indicating that individuals
who pursue education in Slovakia often do not
return to Transcarpathia, primarily due to eco-
nomic factors. Since 2022, security concerns

3 By terminology of push and pull factors” concept of
Lee (1966).
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have also contributed to this trend: “Another
thing is that hardly anyone wants to return he-
re, even more so now when there is a war, but
even before, because of the salaries, because
over there, our student makes more money do-
ing a part-time job than someone here who
comes back and gets a starting salary after uni-
versity, so it is only logical that they would
rather look for work in Slovakia or even in
Czechia or somewhere else.”

The Russian invasion in 2022 has exacerba-
ted this emigration trend, not only due to secu-
rity risks in Ukraine but also because of the de-
teriorating economic conditions forcing people
to emigrate. This situation has led to family se-
parations, with some members emigrating
while others remain, or in some cases, entire
families relocating. Emigration decisions are
made individually within families and are in-
fluenced by the prevailing circumstances and
available opportunities, as not everyone who
wishes to emigrate is able to do so. Respondent
No. 6 illustrates the situation with an example
from Storozhnytsia: “If there would not be war,
people would not leave as whole families, it
would hold together more, because again, they
would talk at home, they would take their
children to church. Everything would be alive,
but the war sped everything up a lot.”

A notable trend in emigration is the prag-
matic use of ethnicity, as some individuals seek
to obtain a certificate of Slovak living abroad
from the Office for Slovaks Living Abroad.
While individuals with genuine the Slovak
ethnicity apply for this certificate, respondents
indicate that many in Transcarpathia acquire it
for pragmatic purposes. Respondents noted
that some individuals technically qualify for
the certificate due to Slovak ancestry, yet their
ethnicity is no longer Slovak, and they have not
engaged with the minority’s cultural life. Res-
pondents commented on this phenomenon, for
instance: “The youth are already at your coun-
try. The older people. The younger ones come
when they need to get that status of ‘Slovak li-
ving abroad’, it helps them” (Respondent
No. 2). “Maybe some people want to know the-
ir roots, others maybe because they want to get
a Slovak abroad status, that is also a motiva-
tion, yes” (Respondent No. 1).
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Impact of emigration

One of the most frequently discussed con-
sequences of emigration is the decrease of the
youth who would otherwise participate in the
cultural activities of the minority. In addition
to the youth, respondents have noted a signi-
ficant absence of men, as many have remained
abroad and are either unwilling or unable to
return, have enlisted in the military, or are
avoiding conscription and thus limit their pub-
lic appearances. It is not solely the youth and
men who emigrated before and during the in-
vasion, but these groups were most frequently
mentioned by respondents. This situation is
illustrated by the respondents” statements. The
first statement pertains to the involvement of
individuals in folklore groups, while the se-
cond is more general: “There is a war, and ma-
ny kids have left abroad [..]. Now, with the
war, there are no men to sing” (Respondent
No. 17) and “Then many Slovaks, expatriate
Slovaks, who had the opportunity to travel,
work in Slovakia but also in other countries, so
that is also the case, there are men missing
from families” (Respondent No. 1).

The phenomenon of emigration and the
decline in the Slovak population have led to
increased  assimilation. = Assimilation is
acommon and often natural occurrence be-
tween ethnic majorities and minorities. During
the USSR, the state actively promoted condi-
tions conducive to assimilation and restricted
the minority rights of Slovaks. This situation
evolved with the advent of an independent
Ukraine, where Slovaks were afforded greater
freedom to travel and migrate, thereby facilita-
ting the assimilation of those who remained.
The cultural and linguistic closeness between
Slovaks and Ukrainians in Transcarpathia ea-
sing social interactions and relationships,
which, according to respondents, have histo-
rically been non-conflictual. All Slovaks are
proficient in Ukrainian, and those socialized
during the USSR era also speak Russian. Mixed
marriages are common. Respondent No. 7
illustrates it: “Everything has mingled, you
know? Slovak married Ukrainian, Ukrainian
married Ukrainian. For example, I am Slovak,
and I married Ukrainian. She was Greek-
Catholic but converted to Slovak to Roman-
Catholic.” As noted by this respondent, religi-
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ous conversion, particularly between Roman
and Greek Catholics, is not uncommon.

Respondent No. 8 also highlights mixed
marriages and the subsequent adoption of the
Ukrainian ethnicity by descendants, which is
apparently predominant trend in the mixed
marriages and the Slovak ethnicity is being
marginalized this way. The adaptation of Slo-
vaks, as discussed by the respondent, appears
to be common, although it cannot be generali-
zed to all families or considered a definitive
characteristic of Slovak behaviour. The respon-
dent further associates the transmission of
ethnicity with the use of the Slovak language:
“Now, in my opinion, it is decreasing, but
why? Because families are merging, well, not
only Slovaks are marrying Slovaks. And when,
for example, someone new comes to the family
and does not speak Slovak, Slovaks adapt to
him so that he understands, and what? And
when the family does not speak, when the
young children do not hear the Slovak lan-
guage, so it disappears.”

The Slovak language, perceived as a crucial
attribute of ethnicity, is gradually vanishing
from everyday communication in the Slovak-
Ukrainian localities, particularly among the
youth, who predominantly converse in Ukrai-
nian and only occasionally in Slovak. In mixed
marriages, it is common for a child to speak
Slovak with one parent and Ukrainian with the
other, while in public, at school, and in youth
groups, where Ukrainians predominate, they
converse in Ukrainian. Alternatively, a parent
may speak Slovak, while the child, understan-
ding Slovak, responds in Ukrainian. This is
exemplified by Respondent No. 18: “For
example, our group, all fathers, but mothers
are Ukrainian, and fathers are, they are min-
gled and between each other do not speak Slo-
vak. For example, my brother, my nephew and
my son, I spoke to them in Yovra* dialect but
between each other, they speak Ukrainian.”

The standard Slovak, along with its dialects,
is increasingly absent from everyday commu-
nication among the younger generation, as it is
primarily spoken by their grandparents and
occasionally their parents. Similarly, Ukrainian
dialects are also diminishing as the youth
increasingly adopt standard Ukrainian. As
Respondent No. 16 observed: “The youth

4 Old name of Storozhnytsia.
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factually do not preserve even Ukrainian dia-
lects we speak, many pass to Ukrainian. So, it is
a question. It is poorly preserved.”

An example of the gradual erosion of the
Slovak ethnicity is evident in religious life.
Roman Catholicism has served as a significant
ethno-identifying element for Slovaks; ho-
wever, the form of religious practice is evol-
ving due to the decline of Slovak believers and
the rise of Ukrainian ones. In the Slovak-
Ukrainian localities with Roman Catholic chur-
ches, a major issue is the gradual shift in the
language of masses. The change arises from the
increasing number of Ukrainian believers at
the expense of Slovaks, with the youth, irre-
spective of their origin, primarily using Ukrai-
nian. Consequently, Ukrainian is progressively
becoming the dominant language of the litur-
gy. In practice, this results in parts of the mass
being conducted in one language and parts in
another. Some congregants, particularly Slo-
vaks and the older and middle generations,
wish to preserve Slovak, while Ukrainians and
the younger generation favour Ukrainian. The
promotion of Ukrainian is further facilitated by
the deficit of Slovak priests. In the 1990s, mas-
ses in the research localities were conducted
entirely in Slovak, as priests either came from
Slovakia or were Slovak speaking. However,
this situation has changed. At the time of the
research, only two priests from Slovakia were
serving in Transcarpathia, in Dovhe, Lysycho-
vo, Storozhnytsia, and Uzhhorod. Predominan-
tly, Ukrainian and Polish priests serve in the
localities, attempting to conduct parts of the
mass in Slovak. The example of liturgical lan-
guage illustrates how emigration and assimila-
tion are transforming the Slovak-Ukrainian
localities. For instance, in the village of Ono-
kivtsi, Slovak masses have ceased due to the
dwindling Slovak population. Respondent No.
19 explained: “It does not have meaning, do
you understand? If I and two more women
understand and the youth, the youth does not
understand what is going on, what is being
talked about. So, all masses are in Ukrainian.”

Respondent No. 6 highlighted the tensions
in conducting religious services, noting that the
younger generation predominantly speaks
Ukrainian. Concurrently, she emphasizes the
church's role in preserving the Slovak ethnicity
in Storozhnytsia. She stated: “Currently, ap-
proximately half of the congregation prefers to
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speak Ukrainian, while the older members con-
tinue to speak Slovak. Although our children
understand Slovak, they no longer use it at
home or desire it in church services. Among
the 15 young attendees, only three or four pre-
fer a Slovak mass. However, without the
church, Slovak would likely not persist in Sto-
rozhnytsia. Historically, we have had Slovak
priests and sisters, maintaining this tradition.”

The village residents have long advocated
for a Slovak priest, a position unfilled since
2022, until the arrival of a Slovak priest in Au-
gust 2025. The introduction of Ukrainian into
the liturgy has faced resistance from some Slo-
vak congregants across surveyed locations,
underscoring the significance of faith for those
wishing to retain Slovak elements in the mass.
Concerns arise that the liturgy may gradually
become Ukrainianized, as the youth predomi-
nantly speak Ukrainian, as noted by respon-
dent No. 18: “We are resisting because they
prefer Ukrainian, and we do not. This includes
priests and all aspects. The children do not
comprehend what they read during the mas-
ses. For instance, they read but do not un-
derstand the content, which is why some ad-
vocate for readings in Ukrainian. However, we
fear it will start with one reading, then another,
eventually leading to an entirely Ukrainian
mass.” Conversely, there is a determination to
preserve Slovak in the church, as expressed by
Respondent No. 1: “We conduct mass in Slo-
vak. The liturgy is in Slovak, but sermons are
in Ukrainian due to the presence of Ukrainian
priests. Nonetheless, we have not encountered
significant efforts to Ukrainianize the service.
There was an attempt a few years ago, but it
was unsuccessful as our Slovak community did
not accept it.”

Interviews with priests who have served or
are currently serving in the studied localities
offer a slightly different perspective. The
priests whose statements are used in this ana-
lysis are Ukrainians, yet they endeavour to
conduct portions of the masses in Slovak to ac-
commodate their congregants. However, they
emphasize that they cannot focus solely on the
ethnicity of the believers and strive to cater to
the majority. Typically, the Slovak-Ukrainian
masses are held once a week; however, in Pere-
chyn, biweekly, alternating with a Ukrainian,
a pattern also observed in Dovhe. In Lysycho-
vo, the mixed mass is conducted only once a
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month. The decline in the use of Slovak as the
liturgical language is attributed to the decrea-
sing number of Slovak believers and the incre-
asing number of Ukrainian ones, a trend fur-
ther exacerbated by the influx of internally dis-
placed persons. An illustrative case is Serednie,
where, unlike in the villages of Antalovtsi and
Hlyboke, the issue of the language of masses
has reemerged. Respondent No. 20 noted:
“There is a language issue in Serednie, because
we are having two kinds of masses now. Not
long ago, from the start of the war, because
many internally displaced people have arrived.
We have a group of kids, which has escaped
from Mariupol here. Of course, they do not
speak Slovak, only Ukrainian.”

Another priest (Respondent No. 21), who
served in the surveyed localities from 1987 to
2011 and remains in contact with the locals, ex-
presses scepticism regarding the preservation
of Slovak as the liturgical language in Tran-
scarpathia. He attributed this to emigration,
which has led to a decrease in the Slovak popu-
lation, with those remaining gradually assimi-
lating: “Whether you like it or not, this time
brings about the fact that everything will be
Ukrainian, minorities simply emigrated, what,
for whom?”

Discussion

The emigration of Slovaks from Transcar-
pathia should be contextualized within the
broader framework of migration from Ukraine
to the EU countries. This phenomenon affects
not only the Ukrainian ethnic majority but also
Transcarpathian ethnic minorities, including
Hungarians, Romanians, and Roma, among
others. A comparative analysis of our research
on the emigration of Slovaks and its impact on
the ethnic identity of those remaining in Tran-
scarpathia with studies on the migration of
Hungarians or Ukrainians reveals several pa-
rallels.

For Hungarians, Hungary serves as the
primary destination for emigration, analogous
to Slovakia for Slovaks. However, a notable
distinction is that Hungary actively imple-
ments measures to encourage this migration.
According to Eréss - Kovaly - Tartai, who
examined migration from Transcarpathia to
Hungary, the onset of the Russian invasion of
Ukraine in 2014 intensified migration to Hun-
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gary, which continues to promote it through
specific kin-state policies. The authors hig-
hlight, for instance, a relatively lenient citi-
zenship policy that facilitates access not only to
Hungary but also to the entire EU for people of
Hungarian descent in Transcarpathia (Eréss -
Kovély - Tértai, 2016, p. 24-25). It is important
to note that the status of a Slovak living abroad
does not equate to Slovak citizenship, although
individuals with this status can acquire it thro-
ugh a simplified procedure. This has motivated
Transcarpathian Hungarians to emigrate over
the past decade, particularly after 2022, when
security concerns, including military conscrip-
tion, were added to economic motivations.
According to Eréss - Kovaly - Molnar - Tar-
tai, emigration is the primary factor contribu-
ting to the decline in the Hungarian population
in Transcarpathia from 151,516 in 2001 to an es-
timated 131,000 in 2017 (Tartai - Molnar - Ko-
valy - Eréss, 2018, p. 113, 118, 121).5 Political
scientist Sandor Bertolon projects that by 2025,
the Hungarian population in Transcarpathia
could number only around 70,000-80,000 (Ber-
tolon, 2025, p. 268). This reduction, coupled
with the influx of Ukrainians (especially post-
2022), exacerbates assimilation trends among
the Hungarian minority, despite their numbers
being significantly higher than those of the
Slovaks. Furthermore, a distinct linguistic
boundary between Hungarians and Ukrainians
impedes assimilation, although it continues.
The population of Ukrainians in Transcar-
pathia is not diminishing; rather, it is relatively
increasing due to internal migration within
Ukraine. Nonetheless, Ukrainians are also mig-
rating to the EU. Mata$ Zac examines migra-
tion trends between Ukraine and Slovakia
through the lens of classical migration theories.
Our research findings on Slovak migration in-
dicate that they can also be conceptualized
within the framework of these theories, as part
of the migration from Ukraine to Slovakia and
other EU countries. Zac analyses migration
from Ukraine to Slovakia through various the-
oretical perspectives, including the theory of
push and pull factors, the theory of social ne-
tworks, the theory of dual labour markets, the

5 In addition to emigration, the authors also mention
secondary causes: assimilation, the arrival of Ukra-
inians from other areas, low natural increase). So
those causes are practically identical to the Slovaks
of Transcarpathia.
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theory of the new economy of labour migra-
tion, the theory of the world system, and the
theory of cumulative causes (Zac, 2024, p. 23-
25).

Our research contributes not only to the
discussion on migration and its implications
between Ukraine and Slovakia but also to the
broader context of migration and the existence
of the Slovak diaspora abroad. Similar migra-
tion processes are occurring in other European
countries with an autochthonous Slovak mino-
rity, such as Serbia, Romania, Croatia, and
Hungary. Juraj Marusiak and Sanja Zlatanovic,
are engaged in research on migration abroad
and its impact on the Slovak community in
Vojvodina, Serbia. Their findings align with
ours. The emigration of Slovaks from Serbia to
Slovakia has analogous consequences for the
minority remaining in Serbia as the emigration
of Slovaks from Transcarpathia. According to
them, migration renders the Slovak community
in Vojvodina a transnational community, divi-
ded between those residing in Slovakia and
those in Serbia. This is also true for families
that frequently migrate between the two coun-
tries (living there and there). In Backi Petrovac,
the number of abandoned Slovak houses is
increasing, often purchased by Serbs, which
gradually raises the proportion of Serbs in the
city. Consequently, the ethnic composition of
this city is changing, as evidenced by the pre-
valence of Serbian signs on streets, in shops,
and other public buildings instead of Slovak.
Emigration, like the case of Slovaks in Tran-
scarpathia, predominantly affects the younger
generation, educated individuals, and people
of working age, who could potentially lead the
organization of minority life. The decline in
youth also poses a challenge for classes and
schools where the Slovak language is taught,
which are decreasing in Serbia, thereby inten-
sifying assimilation (Marusiak - Zlatanovic,
2025, p. 572).

When the population of an ethnic group
within a specific territory diminishes, the
pressure for assimilation on the remaining
members intensifies. The decrease often leads
to a decline in the group's activities and their
impact (although this is not universally the
case) between the minority and the majority.
This dynamic facilitates assimilation. Ethnolo-
gist Leo$ Satava posits that ethnic minorities
frequently need to assert their ethno-
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identifying characteristics to affirm their dis-
tinction from the majority (Satava, 2009, p. 47).
A decrease in individuals demonstrating these
characteristics weakens the group's cohesion.
Consequently, opportunities for expressing
minority ethnicity diminish, as motivation
wanes, potentially leading to the complete di-
sappearance of such expressions and a shift
towards majority ethnicity. The smaller the
minority relative to the majority, the greater
the necessity to engage with the majority’s lan-
guage and cultural norms, thereby margina-
lizing minority ethnic attributes.

These processes are currently expedited by
emigration of Transcarpathian Slovaks, re-
sulting in secondary consequences of assimila-
tion, which concurrently alters the situational
expression of the minority’s ethnicity. In essen-
ce, individuals cease to identify as Slovaks and
lose awareness of their Slovak heritage, with
the Ukrainian element becoming predominant.
Some individuals of Slovak descent now iden-
tify as Ukrainians, while others strive to main-
tain their Slovak ethnicity, expressing it situa-
tionally despite the decreasing opportunities in
Transcarpathia. However, the process of assi-
milation is not inherently linear, and the trend
may change in the future.

Conclusion

The paper aimed to identify and analyse the
consequences of emigration on the ethnicity of
Slovaks in Transcarpathia. The study is based
on the situational ethnicity concept. The research
results are composed of statements from res-
pondents we interviewed during the field rese-
arch in Transcarpathia in 2024 and 2025. Emig-
ration of Slovaks, primarily to Slovakia, Cze-
chia, and to other EU countries, has been a per-
sistent phenomenon since the 1990s and conti-
nues to the present day. Individuals capitalize
on the opportunity to study and work abroad
due to the more favourable and stable econo-
mic conditions compared to Ukraine. Predo-
minantly, individuals from the younger and
middle generations emigrate for educational
and employment purposes. Prior to the Rus-
sian invasion in 2022, migration was often sea-
sonal or shift-based. However, post-2022, mig-
ration has become more permanent, with entire
families relocating, as the war has exacerbated
Ukraine’s economic situation. Many men are

43

reluctant to return to Ukraine from abroad due
to the risk of mobilisation.

Emigration is not exclusive to Slovaks but
also affects other ethnic groups in Transcarpat-
hia. Migration and the acquisition of residence
in Slovakia are facilitated for those holding the
status of Slovaks living abroad. Consequently,
individuals apply for this status, either out of
asense of identity or for pragmatic reasons.
These motivations are not mutually exclusive,
nor are they universally present. Individuals
with Slovak ancestry, who predominantly
identify as Ukrainians in most contexts, also
apply for certificate. However, they may also
situationally recognize their Slovak ethnicity.

A logical consequence of emigration is the
reduction of Slovaks in Transcarpathia, which
in turn affects the ethnicity of those who rema-
in. This often results in a loss of perceived
ethnic attributes and a subsequent shift to-
wards the Ukrainian ethnicity - assimilation.
Assimilation becomes more challenging to re-
sist as the Slovak population diminishes and
the Ukrainian majority increases. Another ad-
verse consequence of the Russian invasion is
the influx of internally displaced Ukrainians in-
to the Slovak-Ukrainian localities, further al-
tering the ethnic composition in favour of
Ukrainians. The Slovak ethnicity is predomi-
nantly maintained among the older and mid-
dle-aged generations, with minimal presence
among the younger generation across all
studied localities. Among the younger genera-
tion, the Slovak ethnicity is often a pragmatic
means to obtain the status of a Slovak living
abroad.

Signs of the gradual erosion of the Slovak
ethnicity are evident in various domains signi-
ficant to Slovaks in Transcarpathia, such as
education, religious institutions, community li-
fe, and family. Emigration thus exacerbates
pre-existing assimilation trends between Slo-
vaks and Ukrainians in Transcarpathia. Res-
pondents of both the Slovak and Ukrainian
ethnicity perceive emigration as the primary
challenge to Slovaks in Transcarpathia, as
increased emigration complicates efforts to
counteract assimilation.
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