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DISCURSIVE PRACTICES OF CULTURAL HERITAGE
IN SHAPING UKRAINIAN NATIONAL IDENTITY

This article examines how discursive practices surrounding cultural heritage contribute to shaping national
identity in the context of Russia’s war against Ukraine. The conflict extends well beyond the physical battlefield,
unfolding across cultural, linguistic, and symbolic domains that shape present realities through the selective elements
of cultural heritage. Drawing on Benedict Anderson’s concept of imagined communities, the study argues that
Ukrainian identity is formed and reinforced through shared language, collective memory, and symbolic representation.
Within this process, the legacy of Taras Shevchenko plays a defining role as both a cultural symbol and an iconic
marker of Ukrainian national identity, as well as a site of resistance and an object of ideological contestation. The
article analyzes how discursive practices around Shevchenko's tangible and intangible heritage — monuments, texts,
public rituals, and linguistic practices — have been reframed in competing political narratives. Russian discourse
employs symbolic appropriation, selectively reinterpreting biographical facts and cultural meanings to position
Shevchenko within a narrative of Slavic unity. Examples from Crimea and occupied territories demonstrate how
staged commemorations and controlled representations serve to legitimize imperial narratives and suppress Ukrainian
cultural distinctiveness. At the same time, Ukrainian communities mobilize Shevchenko s heritage as a tool of resilience
and cultural sovereignty. Actions such as protecting monuments, restoring suppressed inscriptions, transforming
Soviet memorials, and rejecting falsified attributions illustrate ongoing acts of symbolic reclamation. These practices
reveal cultural heritage as an active arena of meaning-making rather than a static inheritance. Through case studies
and discourse analysis, the article demonstrates that Shevchenko's legacy functions as both a target of manipulation
and a catalyst of national self-definition. The findings reveal that cultural heritage in wartime serves as a powerful
medium through which identity is resisted, defended, and reimagined.

Key words: cultural heritage, discourse practice, metaphor, national identity, symbolic appropriation, Taras
Shevchenko.
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JIMCKYPCUBHI IPAKTUKH KYJIBTYPHOI CIIA JIIIUHA
Y TBOPEHHI HAIIIOHAJIBHOI ITEHTUYHOCTI YKPATHIIIB

Y ecmammi docnioaceno, K OUCKypCUBHi npaxmuku, noe a3ami 3 KyIbmypHolo CRAOWUHO0, CHPUAIOMb (HOPMYEAHHIO
HAYIOHATLHOL I0eHMUYHOCTE 8 YMOBAX POCIliCbKO-yKpaiHcvkoi giinu. Konguixm euxodums Oaneko 3a mexci Qizuuno-
20 nona 6010, po320PMArUUCy Y KYIbMYPHUX, MOSHUX ThA CUMBONIUHUX SUMIDAX, Oe eleMeHmu KVIbMyPHOI cnaowuHu
KOHCMPYIOIOMb CYYACHI YAGIeHHA npo peanvHicmb. Cnuparouuce Ha KoHyenm ysagneHux cninbhom beneduxma Anoep-
coHa, y cmammi 06IpyHMOBYEMbCA, WO YKPATHCOKA I0eHMUUHICIb OPMYEMbC MA 3MIYHIOEMbCS Yepe3 CRIbHY MO8Y,
KONeKMUGHy nam ’'samo i cumeoniuni penpezenmayii. Y yvomy npoyeci cnaowuna Tapaca Illesuenka gidiepac kuouogy
POb AK KVIbMYPHULL CUMBOA | 3HAKOBULL MAPKep YKPAIHCLKOI HAYIOHATbHOT I0eHMUYHOCMI, a MAKOJiC AK NPOCIP CHpO-
mugy ma 06’e€xm i0eon02iun020 nepeocMUcens. Y cmammi npooeMoHCmpo8ano, Ak OUCKYPCUBHI NPAKMUKY HAGKONO
MmamepianvHoi ma HemamepianvHoi cnadwunu [llesuenka — nam AmMHUKI6, mexcmie, nyOLMHUX pUMyanie i MOBHUX NPax-
MUK — Oyu nepeinmepnpemosani 8 KOHKypylouux nomimuyHux napamusax. Pociticoki ouckypcu 3acmocogyroms cumeo-
UKy anponpiayiio, 8ubipKkogo nepeocmuciioouu bioepagiuni gaxmu ma KyiemypHi cencu, wob enucamu Illesuenxa
8 Hapamue «cn08 aHcvKoi €eonocmiy. Ilpuxaaou 3 Kpumy ma okynosanux mepumopiii 0emMoHCcmpylome, K peicuco8aHi
Komemopayii ma KOHmMpOoIb08aHi penpeseHmayii ciy2yromo 1eimumayii iMnepcoKux CMUCHI8 I GUMICHEHHIO YKPAiHCbKOIL
KynomypHoi cneyugixu. Boonouac yxpaitncoki cninvhomu mobinizytoms chaduuny Lllesuenxa ax incmpymenm cmitikocmi
ma Kyiemyprozo cyeeperimemy. Jii, maxi sx 3axucm nam smHuKis, 6i0H081eHHsI NPUXOBAHUX HANUCI8, mpanchopmayis
PAOSHCHKUX MEMOPIANié ma UKPUMMS Qarbuiueux ampudyyitl, 3aceiouyionv mpueaui NPAKmuKy CUMBONIYHO20 No8ep-
HeHHs Ul nepeosnauenns. Lfi npoyecu 3acsiouyroms, wo KyIbmypHa CRAOWUHA € He CIAMUYHUM HAOOAHHAM, d AKMUG-
HOI0 cgheporo meopenHs cmucnis. LLnaxom OucKypcugHoeo ananizy Kelicie npooemoncmposano, wo chaowuna Llleguenxa
BUCMYNAE OOHOYACHO AK 00 €KM MAHINYIAYIT Ma Kamanizamop HayionaibHo2o camosusnavenns. Ompumani pesyromamu
HOKA3YI0Mb, WO Y BOCHHUL YAC KYIbMYPHA CRAOWUHA NePem8opIOEMbCs HA NOMYHCHULL 3acib onopy, 3axucny ma KoH-
CMPYI08aHHSL HAYIOHAILHOI I0eHMUYHOCIHIL.

Knrouogi cnosa: kynomypna cnadwgun, OUCKypcusHa npakmuxa, Memagpopa, HayionanbHa i0eHMUYHICnb, HOCMKOL0-
HianbHul KoHmexem, cumeoniyna anponpiayis, Tapac Illesuenxo.

Rationale. The Russian war against Ukraine is  a foundational role, functioning as both a practical
not only a geopolitical conflict; it is also a strug-  tool and a symbolic cornerstone of nationhood.
gle over meaning, memory, and culture. As in This article focuses on the heritage of Taras
many postcolonial contexts, the battlefield extends ~ Shevchenko to illustrate how cultural figures
beyond territory into the realms of language, edu- and symbols are used in constructing identity
cation, and heritage. Ukrainian cultural symbols, and resisting ideological colonization. We examine
particularly those associated with the renowned  how Shevchenko’s legacy has been manipulated in
national poet Taras Shevchenko, have become Russian propaganda, reinterpreted by communities

deeply ingrained in this cultural confrontation. under occupation, and embraced as a symbol
In the framework of modern nationalism, of national resilience.
Benedict Anderson’s concept of “imagined Theoretical tools. The term “heritage”

communities”  (Anderson, 1983) remains encompasses both material and immaterial
particularly relevant. Anderson argues that a nation  inheritances. In English, the term originates from
is not a physical entity but a socially constructed  legal language concerning property and inheritance,
community — imagined by the people who perceive  expanding over time to include cultural artifacts,
themselves as part of it. Ukrainian identity, like  traditions, and shared values. The Ukrainian notion
any other, is constituted through shared language, of “cmagmuna” reflects similar dual meanings,
historical narratives, customs, and symbols. referring both to inherited rights and to cultural
Among these, the Ukrainian language occupies legacies passed down through generations.
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According to Hewison, “The impulse to
preserve the past is part of the impulse to preserve
the self. Without knowing where we have been, it
is difficult to know where we are going” (Hewison,
1987, P. 47). This relationship between past
and present highlights the crucial role of cultural
heritage in shaping collective identity.

Cultural heritage can be broadly categorized
into two forms:

Tangible  heritage encompasses physical
manifestations, including monuments, buildings,
artifacts, artwork, and historical sites. For example,
statues of Taras Shevchenko, manuscripts of his
poetry, and architectural spaces named in his honor
serve as material anchors of cultural memory.

Intangible heritage refers to non-physical
traditions and expressions such as language,
oral literature, music, performing arts,
and social practices. In the case of Shevchenko,
the continued recitation or singing of his poetry,
the use of the Ukrainian language he championed,
and commemorative rituals held in his memory
all contribute to the preservation and transmission
of intangible heritage.

Shevchenko’s legacy exemplifies the dynamic
interplay between the two forms. His presence
is felt not only in stone and bronze, but also in
the enduring rhythms of language, song, and civic
ritual that continue to shape Ukrainian identity
today. This understanding aligns with Ceginskas
and Lahdesméki’s (2023, P. 2) conclusion that
cultural heritage is not an inherent or fixed entity,
but is constructed through acts of narration — or, in
the terms used in this article, through discursive
practice.

The aim of this article is to shed light on how
discursive practices surrounding cultural heritage,
with a focus on the legacy of Taras Shevchenko,
contribute to the construction and negotiation
of Ukrainian national identity in the context
of Russia’s ongoing information and cultural
aggression.

Results and discussion. Taras Shevchenko
occupies a deeply contested place in the postcolonial
struggle over Ukraine’s cultural heritage. Within
Ukrainian narratives, he is revered as the voice
ofnational awakening and a powerful symbol of anti-
imperial resistance. However, Russian discourse has
persistently sought to appropriate and reframe his
identity to align with broader narratives of Slavic
unity and a “shared” cultural past.
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Russian sources frequently emphasize bio-
graphical facts that lend themselves to reinter-
pretation. For example, they highlight that
Shevchenko was born in the Kyiv Governor-
ate, then part of the Russian Empire, and that
he wrote prose in both Ukrainian and Russian.
The Great Russian Encyclopedia presents him
as a Ukrainian poet and painter who wrote “in
Russian and Ukrainian”, while the website Rux-
pert describes him as a “Russian-speaking prose
writer and great Ukrainian poet”. Although these
descriptions appear neutral, they subtly position
Shevchenko within a Russian cultural framework,
thereby blurring the boundaries between linguis-
tic and national affiliation.

Such framing exemplifies symbolic appropria-
tion — the selective use of factual elements to assert
ideological ownership. As Azoulay notes, imper-
ial systems often reinterpret colonized figures to
reinforce narratives of benevolence and legitimacy
(Azoulay, 2019). By co-opting Shevchenko’s iden-
tity, Russian discourse attempts to obscure the his-
torical context of imperial domination and recast
the poet as a bridge between nations rather than
a critic of empire.

This appropriation is reinforced through meta-
phorical reframing. A striking example is drawn
from a well-known childhood anecdote in Shev-
chenko’s biography, in which he attempted to walk
to the horizon “to see where the sky meets the earth”
(Biorpadis ..., 1958: n. p.). In a propagandistic
reinterpretation, this act is transformed into a sym-
bolic gesture of inevitable unity between Ukraine
and Russia. As an article published in Interunion.
org in 2024 declares: “You have reached the hori-
zon, Taras Grigorievich — where Ukraine merges
with Russia. And this is a very bright page in our
shared history”.

At first glance, the metaphor appears har-
monious, casting Ukraine as sky — open, imagin-
ative, aspirational — and Russia as land — stable,
grounded. But beneath this dichotomy lies a nar-
rative of subordination: Ukraine is portrayed as
incomplete without Russia’s “solid” historical
identity. Within this framework, the conceptual
metaphors “country is sky” (Ukraine) and “coun-
try is land” (Russia) suggest that Ukraine must be
anchored in Russian historical and cultural reality.
This framing masks colonial ambition as spiritual
integration, transforming a relationship of domin-
ance into one of alleged destiny.
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The rhetorical strategy extends beyond meta-
phor into carefully staged public commemora-
tions. In 2019, during Shevchenko Day in Rus-
sian-occupied Simferopol, pro-Russian activists
organised a performance at the monument to Taras
Shevchenko to mark the 205th anniversary of his
birth. Participants carried Russian flags and ban-
ners of the so-called “Russian Community of Cri-
mea”, visually reframing the event within a Rus-
sian nationalist context. Readings of Shevchenko’s
poetry were performed in Russian, while stylised
costumes imitating Ukrainian embroidery diluted
the authenticity of traditional cultural markers
and stripped them of their national specificity.

During the same gathering, a Russian activ-
ist publicly claimed that Shevchenko “called for
peace and friendship with Russia” and “belonged
not only to Ukraine but also to Russia and Bela-
rus”, and he was presented in speeches as a “Rus-
sian writer”. These statements, widely circulated
in occupation-era public communications, attempt
to recast Shevchenko as a panslavist aligned with
imperial unity. Such rhetorical reframing not only
distorts the historical record but also seeks to neu-
tralise the anti-colonial dimension of his literary
and political legacy.

These appropriative narratives are not limited
to symbolic reinterpretation; they extend to inter-
ventions in public commemorative space, where
cultural meaning is renegotiated through orches-
trated performances and selective historical mes-
saging.

In Balakliia (Kharkiv region), a public banner
quoting Shevchenko’s Caucasus poem — “Fight,
and you shall overcome. God helps you. Truth
and glory and holy freedom are with you” — was

replaced during the Russian occupation with a sign
proclaiming: “Ukraine and Russia are one people”.
After liberation, the original Ukrainian quote was
discovered intact beneath the imposed propaganda.
This illustrates both cultural censorship and resist-
ance: while occupiers sought to overwrite Ukrain-
ian meaning, the foundational narrative remained
preserved beneath the surface.

In Kharkiv, the monument to Shevchenko,
erected in 1935 as part of Soviet monumental
architecture, has become a site of contemporary
resilience. To protect it from shelling, volunteers
and municipal workers fortified it with sandbags in
March 2022.

By 2025, the monument’s 90th anniversary,
it was decorated with a banner featuring
a Shevchenko quote and a Ukrainian flag bearing
the names of fallen soldiers. As a Kharkiv resident
noted, “This is not just a monument. This is our
symbol of defiance” (CycninsHe Xapkis, 2022).

Other communities have undertaken more
direct acts of cultural transformation. In the village
of Kotliarka, Zhytomyr Oblast, residents lacking
resources for anew monument repurposed a Soviet-
era statue of Lenin into a likeness of Shevchenko,
as shown in Figure 5.

A local artist reshaped the face, removed
the military cap, and added a copy of the Kobzar.
This act of re-signification demonstrates how
material heritage canbereclaimed and reinterpreted.
As Lowenthal (1998) observed, “heritage is not
a test of accuracy but a declaration of identity”.
The transformation from Lenin to Shevchenko is
not merely aesthetic — it is ideological, asserting
the continuity of Ukrainian culture in defiance
of imperial legacy.

Fig. 1. Banner Replacement in Balakliia Reveals
Suppressed Shevchenko Quote
Source: Novynarnia, 2022.
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Fig. 2. Kharkiv residents reinforcing the Taras
Shevchenko monument with sandbags
Source: Suspilne Kharkiv, 2022.
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Fig. 4. Commemoration of Taras Shevchenko Fig. 4. Repurposed Lenin Monument
in Kharkiv on his birthday Transformed into Shevchenko in Kotliarka
Source: Suspilne Kharkiv, 2025. Source: TSN, 2023.
Asstriking example of disinformation is illustrated By falsely invoking cultural authority, such

in Figure 6, which depicts a falsified poem that  digital fabrications aim to destabilize national
circulated on social media in 2023 under the false  trust in iconic figures and reframe Ukrainian
attribution to Taras Shevchenko. The poem, designed  resistance as internal betrayal. This form
to evoke populist resentment, reads: “The poor man  of “information occupation” reflects the subtler
cries, the rich man rejoices, and the government dimensions of the cultural war, where heritage
robs. Poor people bury sons killed in the war. Arich  becomes a tool not only for remembrance but also
man who is full and proud makes a wedding”. The  for manipulation.

post criticized Ukraine’s leadership and war effort Conclusions. This article has explored how
while masquerading as patriotic dissent rooted in ~ Ukraine’s cultural heritage — and the legacy of Taras
classical national literature. Shevchenko in particular — serves as both a tool

This fabricated quote was disseminated of resistance and a target of colonial appropriation.
by a pro-Russian social media account using Drawing on examples from occupied territories,
the pseudonym “Solomiia Ukrainianets”. As writer ~ manipulated narratives, and acts of symbolic
Ostap Ukrainianets publicly clarified, the poem is  reclamation, we have shown that cultural symbols
not Shevchenko’s. He cautioned readers: “If you are not passive relics but dynamic sites of struggle,
see a new, perfectly topical quote from Shevchenko  especially in times of crisis.

or Franko — it’s probably anonymous or FSB- From the metaphorical reframing of Shev-
written”. chenko’s imagery to the censorship of his words
in Balakliia, from the ideological repurposing

@& @) noTonie mome of his monuments in Crimea to their transform-

ation in Kotliarka, the contested legacy of Shev-
i : chenko illustrates how heritage is continuously
«BigHAK nnave. Baray reinterpreted, resisted, and revived in response to
CERYO, @ Bhaja rpabye. oppression — it is not static. These cases reveal
Biaxui nion cuHis the strategic function of heritage not only in shap-
y6uThx Ha TN AN ing collective memory but in defending cultural
E'-I CHUTHMH | ﬂHl_ETHH sovereignty.
ITP"* # Russia’s ongoing attempts to appropriate, dis-
\ tort, or erase Ukrainian cultural identity highlight
the enduring power of heritage to mobilize civic
consciousness and sustain national resilience.
As Shevchenko famously declared, «bopitecs —
nobopete» — «Fight, and you shall overcome». His
words resonate today not only as a call to action,
but as a call to remember, to preserve, and to define
who we are — and who we choose to become.

Fig. 5. Fact-checking post debunking
a fake “Shevchenko poem”
Source: Po toi bik novyn (Facebook), 2023.
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