TRAMES, 2026, 30(80/74), 1, 135-152

UKRAINIAN BORSCHT AS A SIGNIFIER OF NATIONAL
IDENTITY: BETWEEN TRADITION AND MODERNITY
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Abstract. This article explores Ukrainian borscht as a symbol of ethnic identity, analyzing
how its gastronomic characteristics shape and reflect the ethnocultural psyche of
Ukrainians. The discourse goes beyond the culinary aspect to highlight how borscht serves
as a metaphor for broader cultural, spiritual, and social dimensions, thus emphasizing
its continuing role in preserving and affirming Ukrainian well-being traditions. Drawing
on cultural anthropology, ethnopsychology, and resilience theory, the study explores
the relationship between cultural values measured by the Schwartz Values Survey and
subjective perceptions of borscht using the semantic differential method. The results show
that Ukrainians, who favor values such as belonging and equality, view borscht as a unifying
element that strengthens community ties, positive emotions, and national cohesion. These
findings also emphasize the metaphorical significance of borscht as a cultural artifact and
a means of mnemonic security, protecting national identity from external narratives and
building resilience.
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1. Introduction

In socio-cognitive and socio-cultural approaches to intangible heritage,
traditional gastronomic dishes are viewed as socially invested objects. Such an
object becomes a phenomenon around which common meanings and norms of
acceptability are formed and reproduced. In this logic, meanings are not reduced
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to individual preferences, but emerge as social representations. It is known that they
are embedded in communication and set the conceptual framework for evaluation,
emotional valence, and expected behavior among members of a particular social
stratum (Prost et al. 2022, Moliner and Piermattéo 2025). The semantic profiles of
a food symbol can therefore be seen as indicators of collectively shared meanings
that define and maintain the boundaries of “us/them.” At the same time, they regulate
inclusion or exclusion from the imagined community.

It should be noted that studies of gastronomic heritage show that the verification
of the “heredity” of a dish, the locality of ingredients, and the legitimacy of
cooking practices are associated with the risks of substituting authenticity under
the pressure of industrial and political contexts (Almansouri et al. 2022, Arcadu and
Migliorini 2024). In Ukraine, as recent studies show, food practices are acquiring
a pronounced identification and communicative function in diaspora and host
communities, in particular through the public demonstration of “their” dishes and
their use in cultural diplomacy (Bondarenko 2024).

According to sociocultural theorists and anthropologists, gastronomic customs often
serve as vital markers of an ethnic group’s collective identity and behavioral patterns.
From a cultural and anthropological perspective, the food we eat is inextricably linked
to cultural rituals, family structures, and historical memory. In the Ukrainian context,
few dishes embody the nation’s cultural and spiritual heritage as vividly as borscht,
a flavorful beetroot soup that is an integral part of both daily life and festive occasions.
While borscht is consumed throughout Eastern Europe, the Ukrainian version has
a special symbolic power, signifying more than just nutrition. It has become an
embodiment of tradition, community spirit, and national identity, reflecting shared
values such as belonging, equality, and harmony that Ukrainians value.

Moreover, borscht has a metaphorical function in the collective psychosomatics
of the Ukrainian nation. By disrupting domestic routines and socializing, the prepa-
ration and consumption of borscht may represent an act of cultural and psychological
resistance, representing also a tangible way to maintain daily normality and strengthen
national unity (Otamas et al. 2022). These themes resonate with broader findings
that emphasize how adaptive capacity and interpersonal behavior are key aspects of
resilience, psychological health, and identity formation. In fact, everyday practices,
culinary or otherwise, act as cultural anchors that can mitigate the widespread un-
certainty of life, thus preserving both the social fabric and the sense of collective
self. Based on ethnopsychological and ethnocultural approaches, this study explores
how borscht traditions are preserved and transformed in the contemporary globalized
context.

In this context, the purpose of this article is to investigate how cultural values, as
measured by an adapted version of the Schwartz Values Survey (SVS), are related to
the semantic perception of borscht among Ukrainians. By exploring the subjective
connotations of borscht using a semantic differential approach, we aim to highlight
how deeply rooted cultural orientations, from affective autonomy to belonging,
manifest themselves in how people perceive this iconic dish (Schwartz 2012).
These findings shed light on the broader question of how gastronomic symbols
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and practices intersect with collective identity, particularly in periods marked by
heightened stress and uncertainty. Through this integrative framework, the study
contributes to ongoing discussions about cultural heritage and the preservation of
shared identity. Importantly, the results suggest that the influence of gastronomic
practices on collective identity may manifest differently across cultures, depending
on the specific characteristics of each nation’s culinary traditions and symbolic food
heritage.

On the contrary, people with high affective autonomy perceive borscht as a dy-
namic, adaptable concept that reflects openness to gastronomic innovation and
personal creativity. The study emphasizes the role of harmony in anchoring borscht
to tradition, while mastery/dominance is consistent with more individualistic
interpretations that may undermine its communal aspects. Gender differences indicate
that women emphasize the communal and harmonious aspects of borscht more, likely
related to theirrole in preserving culinary traditions in family and community contexts.
By blending historical traditions with modern innovations, borscht becomes not only
a culinary calling card but also a critical element in the preservation and negotiation
of Ukrainian identity. The study emphasizes how culinary practices, especially in
times of crisis, reflect and reinforce broader social, emotional, and identity-based
values, offering crucial insights into the intersection of tradition, innovation, and
resilience in Ukrainian society.

2. Literature review

The contemporary study of national cuisines increasingly emphasizes their role
as cultural markers and dynamic spaces where notions of authenticity, heritage, and
identity converge. Ukrainian borscht has become a symbol of the convergence of
heritage preservation efforts and broader socio-political discourses around national
brand building. Recent scholarship offers several lenses through which to analyze
this phenomenon. The study of Ukrainian borscht reveals its multidimensional role
not only as a culinary symbol but also as a linguistic and technological phenomenon
associated with ethnocultural identity. According to Oskirko (2017), the term borscht
reflects linguistic features within the Eastern Podillia dialects, where variations in
its phonetics and semantics reflect historical and cultural adaptations. This linguistic
diversity emphasizes how language preserves and transmits cultural heritage,
combining gastronomic practices with regional identity. Meanwhile, innovations in
the preparation of borscht demonstrate its dynamic evolution in modern Ukrainian
cuisine. Ivashyna and Byshovets (2021) analyzed the technological progress in
the preparation of Kholodnoyarsky borscht, emphasizing how the addition of
new ingredients and cooking techniques meets the changing demands of modern
gastronomy. The use of marigold flowers and the combination of three types of
meat not only increases the nutritional value but also demonstrates the potential
for creative reinterpretation of traditional dishes. These innovations, while modern,
respect the essence of borscht, reinforcing its identity as a cultural marker.
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Both linguistic and technological perspectives emphasize the role of borscht
in maintaining cultural continuity and resilience. In the context of ongoing social
change, the evolution of borscht serves as a metaphor for resilience and identity,
combining historical traditions with modern culinary practices. A central theme of
the current scholarly debate concerns the recognition of Ukrainian borscht as an
element of intangible cultural heritage (Shparaga and Smishchenko 2019). Such
a perspective emphasizes not only the culinary recipe itself but also the social
practices, narratives, and social identities that coalesce around the dish. Inclusion
on national and international cultural heritage lists, especially the UNESCO list,
is seen as a strategic step to protect borscht from appropriation and to strengthen
its status as a cultural emblem. Such an approach is part of a larger trend in which
gastronomic elements are positioned as representatives of national identity, a trend
often reinforced by the development of culinary labels to promote them on global
platforms.

Meanwhile, studies of culinary authenticity emphasize historical continuity,
regional differences, and the interplay between tradition and innovation. These
studies argue that technological and historical factors have shaped the evolution of
national dishes, showing how certain foods become saturated with cultural capital
(Bieliatynskyi et al. 2024). In the Ukrainian context, the classic borscht recipe —
especially in regions such as Cherkasy — represents a particular historical lineage,
although modern gastronomic practices are adapting to contemporary tastes
(Shparaga and Smishchenko 2019). Parallel dynamics are occurring in neighboring
cultural spaces, as evidenced by research on sour borscht, a related fermented soup
documented in Romania (Covaliov et al. 2021).

This comparative analysis indicates that each of the local variations of seemingly
related dishes can serve as significant cultural anchors, illustrating how culinary
heritage transcends national borders and remains an integral part of local identity.
For example, in Ukraine, increased attention to cultural self-definition has led to
a renewed interest in small-scale farming and local food practices, which are in-
creasingly understood not only in economic terms but also as markers of shared
heritage and identity (Mamonova 2018). This discourse aligns with the broader
food sovereignty movement, which critiques the dominance of industrial agriculture
and calls for increased local control over production, distribution, and consumption
(Hopma and Woods 2014, Ngcoya and Kumarakulasingam 2017).

Historically, the centerpiece of borscht in Ukrainian culture is evident in folklore,
literature, and family stories. Cooking borscht has long been a rite of passage filled
with social significance, with each family’s recipe passed down through oral tradition,
creating ties between generations. In modern Ukraine, rapid modernization and
global integration have introduced new culinary influences and practices. Despite
the inflow of international cuisine, borscht remains a staple, symbolizing resilience
and cultural perseverance. The dish is also adapting to modern lifestyles, with
restaurants in urban centers offering innovative variations (e.g., vegetarian or fusion
versions), reflecting an openness to creative reinterpretation while maintaining
the essence of the traditional recipe.
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Ukrainian borscht, a colorful soup made primarily from beetroot, is not only
a favorite dish but also a powerful symbol of national identity and cultural heritage
in Ukraine. Rooted in Eastern European culinary traditions, its historical origins
can be traced back to the late 17th century, evolving through regional adaptations
influenced by diverse cultural practices, including those of the Ukrainian and Jewish
communities. The dish has surpassed its humble beginnings to become an emblem of
Ukrainian identity, especially within broader debates concerning the attribution and
interpretation of shared culinary heritage (Hercules 2017, Evans 2022, Smithsonian
Center for Folklife and Cultural Heritage 2023). The importance of borscht in
Ukrainian culture is underscored by its role in daily meals, festive celebrations,
and community gatherings, making it a staple that embodies social integration
and unity. Distinguished chefs and cultural figures have noted that borscht reflects
the diversity of Ukrainian lifestyles while cultivating a sense of national solidarity
(Martinez 2024). The dish has also attracted international attention, notably after it
was inscribed on the UNESCO list of intangible cultural heritage (Selyukh 2022).
There are many accounts of the origins of borscht in Eastern Europe, particularly
among the Ashkenazi Jewish communities. This dish, known primarily for its beet-
root base, gained popularity in the late 17th and early 18th centuries, probably first
prepared by ethnic Ukrainians. Historical evidence suggests that borscht has been
adapted over the centuries, with various regional variations influenced by local
ingredients and culinary traditions (Hercules 2017). Significant waves of Jewish
immigration to the United States in the late 19th and early 20th centuries played
a major role in spreading borscht beyond its original context, as many immigrants
brought their culinary traditions with them. The Catskill Mountains, sometimes
known as the Borscht Belt, became a cultural center for Jewish families in the United
States, fostering entertainment and social gatherings in the mid-20th century.
Despite its roots, the definition and cultural affiliation of borscht have been
controversial, especially between Slavic communities. Ukrainian sources often claim
that borscht is a national dish, an integral part of their identity, while other Slavic
narratives often present it as a staple of their own culinary heritage. This ongoing
debate reflects broader historical pressures and the overlapping histories of
the two nations, making it difficult to recognize the origins and significance of
borscht (Smithsonian Center for Folklife and Cultural Heritage 2023). There are
variations of the dish itself that continue to evolve, both in Eastern Europe and also
around the world as it adapts to new cultural contexts and tastes. Whether through the
introduction of different ingredients or culinary techniques, borscht remains a vivid
marker of identity for different communities, illustrating the dynamic interaction
between tradition and modernity in its preparation and consumption (Hercules 2017).
Ukrainian borscht is not just a gastronomic product but a metaphor for cultural
unity and spiritual depth. During family gatherings, it helps to create an atmosphere
of unity, encouraging joint communication and sincere dialogue. This phenomenon
resonates with the concept of “collective flourishing,” according to which shared
experiences strengthen emotional bonds and reinforce group identity. Ukrainians
embody a form of cultural ritual that reinforces belonging, affirming both their
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historical heritage and their future resilience. In addition, the process of cooking
borscht engages many of the senses: flavor, color, and texture simultaneously evoke
nostalgia and pride. These sensory experiences reveal what ethnopsychologists call
collective emotional memory, in which taste and smell evoke memories of family
roots, common struggles, and cultural achievements. Thus, borscht goes beyond
simple food, functioning as a spiritual and symbolic anchor in Ukrainian society.
Borscht occupies an important place in Ukrainian culture, serving not only as
a favorite dish but also as a powerful symbol of national identity and unity.

One prominent Ukrainian chef notes, “Borscht has become a symbol of
the unity of the nation for me,” reflecting the diversity of Ukrainians’ lifestyles and
preferences while uniting them through their common love of the dish (Martinez
2024). The soup, often cooked in different forms in different regions of Ukraine,
demonstrates geographic and cultural diversity, ensuring its distinctive flavor and
popularity. This widespread presence of borscht emphasizes its role in everyday
meals as well as at holiday feasts, where it functions as a place of shared tradition
and a means of strengthening social ties. The preparation and consumption of borscht
are deeply involved in the social life of Ukrainians. In both everyday meals and
festive occasions, it is a staple, symbolizing shared practices that strengthen cultural
identity. Borscht is not just a food product but embodies the values of hospitality,
social integration, and intergenerational continuity. At its core, it stands as a culinary
masterpiece that simultaneously emphasizes regional diversity and fosters a sense
of shared heritage among Ukrainians (Hercules 2017, Smithsonian Center for
Folklife and Cultural Heritage 2023, Martinez 2024).

The cultural significance of borscht has become increasingly pronounced in
recent years. As confirmed by numerous sources, Ukraine’s efforts to make borscht
an officially recognized component of intangible cultural heritage symbolize a
broader strategy of strengthening national identity and resilience (Evans 2022,
Selyukh 2022).The UNESCO inscription of borscht in 2022 further emphasizes its
cultural importance. At the same time, some government officials and cultural figures
argue that borscht is historically common among Eastern European peoples, illustrating
how political rivalries can manifest through culinary narratives (Evans 2022).

Beyond its gastronomic appeal, borscht operates as a means of social practice
and cultural continuity. It regularly manifests itself in humor, narrative, and artistic
expressions, all of which emphasize the integrative power of the soup in Ukrainian
communities (Hercules 2017, Martinez 2024). Even in the face of rapid modernization
and migration, borscht remains a source of unity, bridging generational and regional
differences, thereby strengthening its status as a cultural icon. In the broader
landscape of geopolitical tensions, the UNESCO recognition of the dish has taken on
greater symbolic weight, and the designation of borscht as a heritage item becomes
an act of cultural preservation. By preserving these traditions, officials argue, they
are also protecting a core component of national identity, creating a semblance of
stability in uncertain times (Selyukh 2022).

Ukrainian borscht continues to develop, adapting to modern culinary trends
while maintaining its cultural essence. As a traditional dish, it has become a canvas
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for experimentation, allowing chefs and home cooks to integrate ingredients that
reflect global influences. Some choose to add beans, apples, or even seafood
elements, creatively combining tradition with modern preferences — an approach that
demonstrates the adaptability of the dish and speaks to Ukraine’s openness to culinary
fusion (Hercules 2017, Smithsonian Center for Folklife and Cultural Heritage 2023).
It is noteworthy that these innovative recipes do not minimize the cultural resonance
of the soup. Instead, they are an example of how longstanding food practices can
coexist with a changing culinary landscape. Chefs who experiment with unusual
variations of borscht often emphasize that despite the updates, the soul of the dish —
its beetroot essence — remains intact (Martinez 2024).

Beyond the political sphere, the borscht dispute points to broader social and cultural
dimensions. The act of preparing and sharing borscht remains an important means
of maintaining a sense of normalcy and cultural continuity (Selyukh 2022). Indeed,
UNESCQO’s recognition seeks to protect the dish itself as well as the community
traditions that revolve around it; traditions that are increasingly vulnerable when
entire communities are displaced or disintegrate. From its deep historical roots to its
current status as an internationally recognized symbol, Ukrainian borscht represents
a fascinating intersection of tradition, modernity, and cultural politics.

It has been documented by historians, chefs, and cultural scholars as well as by
cultural critics, and remains both an everyday product and a vessel of national heritage,
constantly adapting while maintaining its core identity. In a landscape shaped by
geopolitical tensions, borscht has become more than just food. It acts as a cultural

Table 1. Main theoretical approaches to the analysis of borscht as a cultural symbol

Theoretical approach Basic concepts Explication
Ethnopsychology Collective psyche, Allows one to explore how borscht evokes
affective memory, a sense of belonging, nostalgia, and cultural
emotional warmth peace
Cultural anthropology ~ Symbolic food, ritual, Borscht is seen as a tool for preserving
continuity traditions and transmitting identity
Axiology (values) Belonging, equality, Analyzes how personal values shape
autonomy, harmony the perception of borscht: traditional vs
innovative
Mnemonic security Cultural memory, Borscht becomes a means of preserving the
theory resistance, narratives national self under pressure from external
challenges
Gastronomic semiotics ~ Culinary identity, Meals are considered a language of culture,
meanings of taste where borscht becomes a “text” that encodes

the meaning of the community

Source: created by the authors.
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binding stone that unites communities around a shared history, social practice, and
collective pride. By highlighting the significance of borscht, Ukrainians are affirming
a form of culinary diplomacy, emphasizing that preserving intangible heritage can be
a powerful act of cultural resilience. Thus, the theoretical framework of the study is
summarized by the methodologies of cultural anthropology, ethnopsychology, and
axiology (value paradigm), which allow us to metaphorize borscht as a gastronomic
artifact as well as a certain socio-cultural symbol. Table 1 summarizes the authors’
theoretical research.

In such an interdisciplinary discourse, borscht is emphasized as a traditional
dish and as a metaphor for a cultural gradient that combines the vital, personal,
social, and symbolic. The human ability to metaphorize phenomena conceptualizes
the ability to jointly define meaningful identities, and thus supports the transition to
an ethnopsychological focus. In addition, we are delving into cultural anthropology
as amethodological field that also provides a ritual context in which borscht functions
as an expression of cultural continuity, while gastrosemiotics allows us to categorize
it as a phenomenon of the language of culture.

3. Materials and method

The study involved 387 respondents from Ukraine aged 18 to 40, including 157
women and 230 men. Participants were selected from all administrative regions
of Ukraine, except for the temporarily occupied regions, to represent a wide geo-
graphical distribution and cultural background. Data were collected using two estab-
lished methodologies. First, the SVS was used to determine the hierarchy of cultural
values of each participant. In this study, values are grouped into seven poles, such as
belongingness, harmony, and emotional autonomy, which provide insight into how
people prefer communal, individualistic, or hierarchical ideals (Schwartz 2012).

Secondly, a semantic differential (SD) procedure based on the original Osgood’s
framework was used to examine participants’ subjective evaluations of borscht
(Yanovska et al. 2023). A list of bipolar scales was developed to cover different
aspects of borscht perception, including its emotional warmth, traditionality, and
stimulating qualities. Respondents rated borscht on each scale using a seven-point
continuum, which allowed for the construction of a semantic profile that reflects
both common and divergent views. Data analysis included quantitative statistical
analysis using SPSS (version X.X). The SVS responses were standardized by mean
correction, while the semantic differential responses were analyzed using principal
component analysis (PCA) to identify the leading perceptual factors. To establish the
relationship between value orientations and semantic profiles, Pearson’s 7 correlation
was calculated. In addition, multiple regression analysis was used to determine the
predictive value of the value poles for each perceptual factor. All analyses had a
standard significance level of p < 0.05. The entire process consisted of four stages:
(1) instrument development and pilot testing, (2) online distribution and recruitment,
(3) data pre-processing and cleaning, and (4) statistical modeling and interpretation.
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4. Results

A total of 387 participants completed the adapted SVS. Table 2 shows the mean
scores for each of the seven value poles. Higher scores indicate stronger support for
the corresponding value orientation.

Table 2. Means and average standard deviations
for the seven value poles (estimates in the center)

Value pole M SD
Hierarchy 4.10 1.07
Mastery/dominance 3.75 1.02
Affective autonomy 4.30 1.05
Intellectual autonomy 4.20 1.00
Equality 4.65 1.10
Harmony 4.50 1.08
Belonging 5.05 1.15

Note: The mean (M) represents the arithmetic average of all participants’ scores for a particular variable or value
pole. It is calculated by summing all individual scores and dividing by the total number of observations. The standard
deviation (SD) measures the dispersion or variability of scores around the mean. It shows how much participants’
responses differ from the average value. Source: created by the authors.

In contrast to belonging and harmony, mastery/dominance has the lowest mean
(M =3.75, SD = 1.02) and thus indicates less reliance on assertiveness, competitive-
ness, or personal control in this group. This means that classic foods such as borscht
are less likely to be perceived in relation to personal power or dominance, and more
likely to be a source of collective identity and continuity. In addition, hierarchy
has a relatively low rating (M =4.10, SD = 1.07), which indicates that respondents
are less dependent on power, status relations, or strict social structure as defining
cultural values. Interestingly, affective autonomy (M =4.30, SD = 1.05) and intel-
lectual autonomy (M =4.20, SD =1.00) were in the middle range, indicating a
moderate degree of openness to personal expression and autonomous thinking.
These orientations may be related to a more active interpretation of borscht by some
people who see this dish not only as a specific tradition but also as a platform for
personal creativity and cultural reinterpretation, as will be shown in the following
parts of the article.

The differences by gender were also evident, with female participants scoring
higher on the belonging and harmony scales than male respondents (p < 0.05).
This tendency is consistent with dominant theories in ethnopsychology, as they
suggest that women typically play a central role in maintaining cultural and family
continuity, including food-related rituals in particular. These findings are also
consistent with the trend that women in Ukraine tend to be cultural transmitters and
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psycho-emotional anchors in times of socio-political upheaval. Overall, the profile of
value poles observed in the data emphasizes the centrality of communal, egalitarian,
and emotionally cohesive orientations among Ukrainians during the crisis. Such
cultural values directly influence the semantic perception and cultural positioning
of borscht, not just as a dish but as a repository of collective memory, emotional
resilience, and national identity.

4.1. The structure of the semantic differential of borscht

Bipolar scales. To assess how participants perceive borscht across several
dimensions, we used a set of 12 bipolar scales, each of which was rated on a 7-point
continuum (1-7). Table 3 shows the scales used along with examples of anchor
points.

Table 3. Use of the scale with examples of anchor points

Scale Adjective polarity Anchors
1 Warm-—cold 1 = extremely warm; 7 = extremely cold
2 Tasty—tasteless 1 = extremely tasty; 7 = extremely tasteless
3 Traditional-modern 1 = extremely traditional; 7 = extremely modern
4 Simple—complex 1 = extremely simple; 7 = extremely complex
5 Familiar—foreign 1 = extremely familiar; 7 = extremely foreign
6 Joyful-sad 1 = extremely joyful; 7 = extremely sad
7 Stimulating—calming 1 = highly stimulating; 7 = highly calming
8 Satiating—non-satiating 1 = very satiating; 7 = not satiating
9 Thick—thin 1 = extremely thick; 7 = extremely thin
10 Everyday—festive 1 = very everyday; 7 = very festive
11 Domestic—exotic 1 = completely domestic; 7 = completely exotic
12 Comforting—unpleasant 1 = very comforting; 7 = very unpleasant

Source: created by the authors.

The participants indicated how they perceived “Ukrainian borscht” on each scale
by circling one of the seven points between the bipolar adjectives (e.g., 1 = closest
to warm, 7 = closest to cold). A neutral score of 4 indicates a balanced or undecided
position.

Factor analysis. Using principal component analysis on the 12 bipolar scales,
three main factors were identified that together explained 68% of the variance in
respondents’ perceptions: emotional warmth (F1; 45% of the variance), traditionality
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(F2;14% of'the variance), and stimulation (F3; 9% ofthe variance). High loadings were
observed for warm—cold, joyful-sad, domestic—exotic, and comforting—unpleasant
on F1, indicating that participants with high scores on this factor perceive borsch as
comforting, homely, and evoking positive emotions. High loadings were observed
for traditional-modern, everyday—festive, and familiar—foreign on F2, suggesting
that respondents perceive borscht as a culturally inherited dish that reflects family
and national traditions. High loadings were observed for stimulating—calming, tasty—
tasteless, and simple—complex on F3, indicating that participants with higher scores
on this factor consider borscht to be exciting, flavorful, and somewhat invigorating.

4.2. The relationship between cultural values and the semantics
of borscht perception

Correlation analysis. Table 4 shows the Pearson’s correlation coefficients
between the seven value poles (from SVS) and the three extracted factors from
the semantic differential.

Table 4. Pearson’s correlations between the value poles and semantic difference factors

Value poles Emotional warmth Traditionality Stimulation
(F1) (F2) (F3)
Belonging 0.47 0.19 0.05
Equality 0.21 0.08 —-0.01
Mastery/dominance —-0.29 —0.05 —0.06
Affective autonomy 0.11 0.03 0.34
Harmony 0.09 0.39 -0.01
Intellectual autonomy -0.01 0.19 0.07
Hierarchy —0.02 —0.06 0.09

Notes: F1 represents the orientation toward emotional warmth, comfort, and positive emotions; F2 represents the
orientation toward traditionality and cultural continuity; F3 represents the perception of dynamism, excitement, and
novelty. p <0.05, p <0.01, N = 387. Source: created by the authors.

Belonging was strongly correlated with emotional warmth (= 0.47, p <0.01),
indicating that respondents with a strong desire for connection with the community
consider borscht to be particularly warm, homely, and comforting. Equality was
also positively associated with emotional warmth (»=0.21, p <0.05). In contrast,
mastery/dominance was negatively associated with emotional warmth (r=-0.29,
p <0.01), suggesting that respondents who value individual dominance may be
less likely to view borscht as a symbol of shared warmth. Affective autonomy was
positively related to stimulation (» = 0.34, p < 0.01), which indicates that respondents
who value emotional freedom tend to perceive borscht as livelier and more engaging.
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Harmony showed a significant positive correlation with traditionality (= 0.39,
p <0.01). Intellectual autonomy showed a weak but significant positive correlation
with traditionality (» = 0.19, p < 0.05). By contrast, hierarchy did not show a strong
relationship with any of the three semantic factors.

The revealed correlations between Schwartz’s value poles and the semantic per-
ception of borscht reveal stable and theoretically significant patterns. The strongest
positive correlation was found between the belonging factor and the emotional warmth
factor (r=0.47, p <0.01), indicating that participants who prioritize community
relations, social connection, and group identity are more likely to perceive borscht
as warm, homely, and calming. This suggests that borscht functions as a symbolic
anchor of collective identity and emotional security, which is especially important in
times of national upheaval.

The moderate positive correlation between equality and emotional warmth
(r=0.21, p <0.05) also emphasizes the function of egalitarian and inclusive values
in structuring the affective interpretation of food as traditional. Respondents who
believe in equality seem to view the value of borscht as a collective, non-hierarchical
cultural icon — one that promotes emotional closeness and strengthens social ties.
In contrast, the value of mastery/dominance is negatively correlated with emotional
warmth (» =-0.29, p <0.01), suggesting that those who value control, success, and
self-affirmation are less likely to perceive borscht as a source of affective comfort or
as communal. This result supports the more general interpretation that competitive or
individualistic value systems tend to neglect the collective and affective implications
of food traditions.

Harmony most strongly correlates positively with traditionality (F2) (= 0.39,
p <0.01), indicating that people who value balance, calmness, and conformity to
social norms are more likely to perceive borscht as a time-honored, socially inherited
symbol. A weaker but still significant relationship was found between intellectual
autonomy and traditionality (» = 0.19, p < 0.05), indicating that an orientation toward
independent thinking does not necessarily exclude an orientation toward tradition;
on the contrary, they can exist together, even in culturally determined contexts such
as food. In particular, affective autonomy was also positively correlated with the
stimulation factor (» = 0.34, p <0.01), indicating that people who prefer emotional
expression and personal creativity perceive borscht as more stimulating, dynamic,
and receptive to reinterpretation.

This is consistent with the idea that food traditions can also be a place for experi-
mentation, attractive to people interested in novelty even in the context of tradition.
Finally, the value of hierarchy was not statistically significantly related to any of
the three dimensions of perception. Perhaps this result suggests that orientations
based on power and status do not influence how people emotionally or symbolically
relate to borscht, enhancing the democratic and egalitarian tone of common food
traditions in Ukrainian culture. Collectively, these findings suggest that personal
value orientations are meaningfully reflected in the semantic framing of national
cuisine. Borscht appears not just as a culinary practice but as a projection surface
for cultural identity, emotional content, social values, and the complex interaction of
psychological structures and collective symbols.
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4.3. Multiple regression analysis

Three separate multiple regressions were conducted, each with one of the
semantic factors as the dependent variable and the seven value poles as predictors.
Model 1: Predictors of emotional warmth (F1): R*?=0.35, p <0.001. Belonging
(#=0.41, p<0.001) and equality (#=0.22, p <0.05) had positive contributions,
while mastery/dominance had a negative contribution (f=-0.20, p <0.01).
Model 2: Predictors of traditionality (F2): R*=0.28, p <0.01. Harmony (5 = 0.33,
p <0.01) was the strongest positive predictor, followed by intellectual autonomy
(#=0.17, p<0.05). Model 3: Predictors of stimulation (F3): R?=0.23, p <0.05.
Affective autonomy was a significant positive predictor (= 0.29, p < 0.05).

Models of borscht perception. Based on the factor analysis and connections
with cultural values, three general models, or “profiles,” of borscht perception
emerged. The first profile, home warmth and social cohesion, is primarily associ-
ated with belonging and equality, and is reflected in high scores on emotional
warmth (F1). In this model, borscht is considered an embodiment of community ties,
family comfort, shared social rituals, cultural tradition, and authenticity. The second
profile, cultural tradition and continuity, is associated with harmony and, to a lesser
extent, intellectual autonomy, both linked to higher traditionality (F2). In this case,
borscht is perceived as a cornerstone of the Ukrainian cultural heritage, symbolizing
historical continuity and richness of culinary customs. The third profile, liveliness
and stimulation, is driven by affective autonomy, which positively correlates with
stimulation (F3). Respondents in this category consider borscht to be exciting and
flavorful, and they are open to creative experimentation (e.g., alternative ingredients
or modern fusion recipes).

5. Discussion

The results show that cultural values significantly influence how Ukrainians
interpret the meaning of borscht. For people who endorse belonging and equality,
borscht serves as a unifying cultural element, strengthening community ties and
positive emotions. In the context of ongoing stressors, symbolic anchors in everyday
life, such as shared meals, become particularly important for resilience. Consequently,
respondents who favor communal and egalitarian values perceive borscht not just as
a meal but as a collective ritual that emphasizes national cohesion and psychological
connection (Ulunova et al. 2022).

On the other hand, people with high affective autonomy tend to see borscht as
more stimulating and adaptive, indicating an openness to gastronomic innovation.
This finding is consistent with the broader notion of how personal autonomy and
self-expression can stimulate new meanings in cultural practices, even in times
of crisis. In this sense, borscht can be a conduit for creative self-determination,
an adaptive strategy that echoes theories of cultural identity development that
suggest that people negotiate traditional norms while embracing new culinary or
social influences (Machler et al. 2025).
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It is noteworthy that harmony is consistent with the perception of borscht
as traditional, reflecting a desire to preserve cultural continuity. This finding
underscores the idea that people who value social and spiritual balance rely on
established intergenerational practices to build resilience, a phenomenon that has also
been observed in studies of ethnic minority organizations and their efforts to revive
culture in Ukraine during previous transitions (Pohuliaiev et al. 2025). Meanwhile,
dominance is negatively related to warm, communal aspects, implying a somewhat
more individualistic stance that may minimize the role of borscht in community
building. People with this orientation may perceive culinary traditions as less crucial
to collective well-being, which is consistent with research that emphasizes how
certain personality or value structures can lead to lower communality and increased
self-directed strategies (Berragan et al. 2024).

In summary, this multi-faceted pattern reinforces the notion that borscht is a rich
cultural symbol among Ukrainians, linking food practices to deeper social, emotional,
and identity-based values. This interpretation finds parallels in other contexts, where
symbolic objects — from language choice to national cuisine — serve as a buffer
against external aggression and a place to negotiate identity (Ulunova et al. 2022).

The gender differences in this study, although small overall, indicate that women
place a somewhat stronger emphasis on the communal and harmonious aspects of
borscht perception, potentially reflecting their role in preserving culinary traditions
in the family context. This finding is consistent with a broader psycho-cultural
perspective that women often bear the primary responsibility for communicating
cultural norms, especially in times of social upheaval (Pohuliaiev et al. 2025).

More importantly, these findings support the argument that Ukrainian borscht
is not just a dish but a culturally charged concept — a view that resonates with
the science of memory, identity, and discourse. The high scores in the category
of belonging and equality emphasize borscht’s role in communal bonding, while
emotional autonomy supports more dynamic and exploratory interpretations. From
the perspective of mnemonic security theory, domestic cultural practices such as
borscht making can serve as a defense against external narratives that undermine
Ukrainian identity by strengthening a sense of unity and shared historical continuity
(Pohuliaiev et al. 2025).

As recent research shows, ongoing stress and fatigue can seriously affect
cognitive and emotional well-being. Following daily rituals associated with national
identity, such as cooking together, can help counteract some of these damaging
effects by creating a sense of normalcy and mutual support. Understanding these
patterns allows for a deeper understanding of how culinary traditions reflect and
reinforce broader cultural values and identity processes among Ukrainians (Maehler
et al. 2025).

Thus, research into discourses on the perception of borscht shows that the practice
of preparing it translates it from a phenomenon of socio-cognitive content in the private
sphere into a symbolic configuration. Consequently, the dish becomes a marker of
group affiliation and an object of institutional protection (Lesiv 2022). Research on
intangible heritage also proves that symbolic practices (especially gastronomic ones)
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become a tool for articulating differences and mobilizing memory. Accordingly, we
can summarize the socio-cognitive understanding of borscht as an object of social
representations and group identity. We can also note that this creates a theoretically
sound basis for interpreting its semantic evaluation in relation to value orientations
and contextual conditions of communication about heritage.

6. Conclusion

This study emphasizes the multiple roles of Ukrainian borscht as a cultural
emblem inextricably linked to value orientations and subjective perceptions. Using an
adapted version of the Schwartz Values Survey and a semantic differential approach,
the authors found how deeply rooted cultural values such as belonging, equality,
harmony, affective autonomy, and mastery or dominance influence how Ukrainians
interpret borscht. While those who favor communal and egalitarian dimensions tend
to perceive borscht as a warm, familiar, and identity-affirming practice, people who
emphasize personal autonomy show greater openness to new interpretations and
culinary experimentation.

The findings highlight the dual nature of borscht: on the one hand, it symbolizes
the continuity of historical and family traditions; on the other hand, it encourages
creativity and innovation, reflecting current socio-cultural shifts. It is noteworthy
that the modern Ukrainian context seems to reinforce the symbolism of borscht,
transforming it from a favorite everyday food into a locus of collective resilience
and identity preservation. In this regard, borscht becomes a lens through which
to understand broader phenomena — such as the importance of community rituals,
national cohesion, and psychological well-being in times of prolonged social
stress. On the theoretical side, these results strengthen the view that gastronomic
practices serve as guides to cultural identity, echoing existing scholarship on national
resilience, postcolonial transitions, and mnemonic security.

In methodological terms, the integration of quantitative measures of value
orientations with semantic differential scales provides a solid foundation for
exploring the relationship between culinary patrimony and evolving cultural
paradigms. Given the fact that men and women show slightly different emphases
on shared and harmonious aspects, future research could delve deeper into gender
roles in culinary and cultural transmission. Collectively, our research highlights
Ukrainian borscht as a rich, dynamic symbol of well-being at the intersection of
tradition and innovation, an everyday practice that remains closely intertwined with
the construction of collective identity. Through documenting how cultural values
influence its semantic interpretation, we offer a deeper understanding of how food,
identity, and sustainability intertwine in the Ukrainian socio-cultural landscape.
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