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Introduction

Cities under the Soviet rule were designed to 
glorify the ideas of communism. Subsequently, 
the authorities made all possible efforts to con-
struct relevant urban identities: some aspects 
of already existing identities were artificially 
enhanced, other, on the contrary, silenced or 
completely erased. Nowadays, with a fall of 
communism, cities are once again rethinking 
their identities. This process is problematic 
and often contradictory, as it takes place un-
der political, cultural and economic transition 
(Sýkora, L. 2009) and involves different actors 
like globalization process, national and re-

gional governments, city administration, urban 
activists and ordinary citizens (Hein, C. 2012; 
Roșu, L. 2015).

The identity formation process implicates 
selection generalization and reinterpretation 
of history, including both tangible and in-
tangible heritage, by multiple actors accord-
ing to their goals (Semian, M. and Nováček, 
A. 2017). The ideological and political shift 
put into question the meaning of urban 
public spaces as an instrument for building 
local and national memories and identities 
(Molnár, V. 2013). Young, C. and Light, D. 
(2001), as well as Young, C. and Kaczmarek, 
S. (2008) point at three possible and poten-
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tially coexisting scenarios of modern identity 
building in different post-socialist cities, each 
shaped by different national contexts of the 
experience of socialism and post-socialism: 
they may (1) draw on pre-socialist “Golden 
Ages” as their key source of identity and 
seek to obscure the socialist period, or (2) 
draw on the history of the socialist period 
but utilize it more as a part of emphasizing 
their anti-communist credentials, or (3) may 
actively include some elements socialist past 
in highly contested ways in their contempo-
rary identity formation. Anyway, the idea to 
enhance the “Europeanness” is in general 
use among post-socialist cities in different 
countries (McNeill, D. and Tewdwr-Jones, 
M. 2002; Gospodini, A. 2004; Young, C. and 
Kaczmarek, S. 2008).

Urban identity building reflects also inter-
action between hierarchical levels of territo-
rial identity, which often is well-accentuated 
in post-socialist societies. Jansen, S. (2001) 
and Zechenter, K. (2015) suggested that the 
symbolic success of post-socialist cities de-
pends on aligning the city’s identity with the 
general prevalent understanding of national 
identity. However, there is evidence that in 
post-socialist countries local urban iden-
tity, due to some reason, may run counter 
to the national identity, as it happened in 
Sevastopol before the annexation of Crimea 
(Qualls, K.D. 2009) and in post-Milosevic 
Belgrade (Volcic, Z. 2005). The represen-
tations of four Ukrainian cities in fictional 
narratives by contemporary authors show 
underscored sense of belonging to the lo-
cal territory, yet the sense of belonging to 
the nation and the world is not dismissed 
(Rewakowicz, M.G. 2010).

Urban space may be treated simultaneous-
ly as a mirror of existing urban identity and 
as a factor of its development. This statement 
is widely supported in literature (Karaman, 
A. 2001; Stobart, J. 2004; Baris, M.E. et al. 
2009). Urban landscape, seen by people every 
day, shapes their representations about the 
city and simultaneously reflects both sponta-
neous and deliberately constructed changes 
in identity, making visible the interactions 

(including contestation) of different actors 
and stakeholders. The public attitudes to the 
certain changes in urban landscape often dis-
play hidden or low-observable aspects of lo-
cal identity development. The transformation 
of meaning, together with the use and atti-
tude toward landscape, has become visible 
due to spatial and functional manifestations 
of post-socialist cities (Czepczyński, M. and 
Sooväli-Sepping, H. 2016). Diener, A.C. and 
Hagen, J. (2013) argue that varied and often 
competing economic, cultural, and political 
forces are narrating the new national iden-
tity through urban space. This is especially 
true for historical urban space (Azaryahu, M. 
and Foote, K.E. 2008). Political elites are en-
gaged in a symbolic dialogue with each other 
and with the public through both physical 
transformations and “commemorative main-
tenance” of monuments having high sym-
bolic value (Forest, B. 2002; Burch, S. and 
Smith, D.J. 2007; Adams, J.S. 2008). According 
to Ter-Ghazaryan, D.K. (2013), the transfor-
mation of prominent places represents the 
vision of elites but simultaneously often 
receives a critical voice from the local resi-
dents. Moreover, the attempts to reconstruct 
important monuments of the past often can 
generate a contestation of the same past they 
are intended to cement (Aleksandravičius, 
E. 2006; Haskins, E.V. 2009). Simultaneously, 
the socioeconomic changes reflected in hous-
ing stock, structure of land use, etc. also con-
tribute to changing urban identity (Bater, 
J.H. et al. 1998). However, we should take 
in mind that the landscape of post-socialist 
city often represents a mix of socialist ur-
ban fabric and capitalist forms fitted into it 
(Dingsdale, A. 1999), which exacerbates con-
flicts between related senses of place.

Numerous studies (Kavaratzis, M. and 
Ashworth, G.J. 2005; Insch, A. and Florek, 
M. 2010; Mohapatra, B. and Razak, A. 2013; 
Kavaratzis, M. and Hatch, M.J. 2013; Rius-
Ulldemolins, J. and Jiménez, L.P. 2016; 
Agboola, O.P. 2017) point out that strong 
identity makes urban community more con-
solidated and resilient to internal and external 
challenges and helps to create an attractive 
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image of the city for tourists and investors. 
The stronger is local identity, the more active-
ly residents participate in forming their sur-
roundings, in maintaining the built cultural 
heritage and in negotiating the development 
of their city (Pap, Á. 2014). This is specifically 
true for post-socialist cities in their search for 
own unique character in order to increase the 
competitiveness (Young, C. and Kaczmarek, 
S. 2008; Oktay, D. and Bala, H.A. 2015).

To extend our knowledge about the rela-
tionship between urban space and post-so-
cialist identity formation, especially given 
the lack of relevant studies in post-Soviet 
space, we decided to have a closer look on the 
Ukrainian city having two essential character-
istics. First, it should be typical and represen-
tative case in terms of historical heritage, in-
dustrial development, tourism potential, level 
of symbolical penetration of socialism into 
the urban landscape, etc. Second, it should 
have sufficiently intense pace of both post-so-
cialist identity building and transformation of 
urban space. Having such a research subject, 
we focused on the following aspects:

1. Applicability of previously known post- 
socialist strategies and patterns of urban 
identity building in transition to the typical 
post-Soviet city.

2. Conflict between the new history-driven 
and globalization-driven elements of identity.

3. Relationships between local, national and 
supra-national identities in post-Soviet urban 
identity building.

Being convinced in the feasibility of a ho-
listic approach to the study of urban iden-
tity (Oktay, D. and Bala, H.A. 2015), we 
performed pre-analysis of the urban envi-
ronment of chosen case city followed by so-
ciologic survey of the inhabitants.

City of Vinnytsia as a case

In this study we focused on the city of Vin-
nytsia, located in the south-western Ukraine 
on the banks of the Southern Bug River, 
administrative capital of the homonymic 
region, the largest city (373,000) within the 

historical region of Podolia, pretending to 
be its informal capital. Since the first mention 
in written sources (1363), it belonged to the 
Grand Duchy of Lithuania (until 1565), Pol-
ish-Lithuanian Commonwealth (1565–1792), 
Russian Empire (1792–1917), Ukrainian Peo-
ple’s Republic (1917–1920), the Soviet Union 
(1920–1991), and independent Ukraine (since 
1991). Such comprehensive history has deter-
mined heterogeneity of the urban landscape 
and historical memories that could be actu-
alised in local identity.

Since the Soviet Union collapse, the city’s 
economy experiences transition from indus-
trial to post-industrial one, characterized by 
decline in traditional industry (first of all pre-
cision machinery) and burst in tertiary sector 
(predominantly retail, but also IT-sector and 
tourism). The current Strategy 2020 for the 
city development contains numerous empha-
ses on the regional leadership of Vinnytsia in 
Podolia and all central Ukraine.

Since 2014, Vinnytsia turned into an 
economic and political domain of key 
current Ukrainian power holders. In par-
ticular, Volodymyr Groysman, Ukrainian 
Prime-Minister since 2016, was a Mayor of 
Vinnytsia between 2006 and 2014; he man-
aged to implement a series of successful mu-
nicipal reforms, which brought Vinnytsia to 
the top of Ukrainian urban ratings. In par-
ticular, it was twice (in 2013 and 2015) recog-
nized as the best city for life in Ukraine. Petro 
Poroshenko, Ukrainian President since 2014, 
several times was elected a parliamentarian 
precisely in the local electoral constituency 
and has business interests in the city, in-
cluding two Roshen confectionary factories. 
The Roshen Light-Musical Fountain, which 
started to give performances in 2011 and be-
came the most famous local tourist attrac-
tion, was constructed at the expense of the 
Poroshenko’s Charity Foundation.

Nowadays Vinnytsia, being one of the 
most economically affluent Ukrainian cities, 
experiences rapid changes of urban land-
scape, including renovation of historical ar-
chitectural heritage, new housing construc-
tion; substitution of traditional markets and 
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pop-up retail with modern shopping malls, 
boom of street-art, as well as modern forms 
of urban greening and landscape design. 
However, aggressive commercialization of-
ten threatens the historical legacy of the city, 
causing numerous urban planning conflicts.

Vinnytsia is a city where different ac-
tors are making clearly expressed attempts 
to promote local urban identity. In the 
Soviet epoch, the city was associated pri-
marily with two tourist attractions: the 
Werwolf, Hitler’s headquarters, and the 
museum-estate of the prominent surgeon 
Nikolai Pirogov. The city was also known 
as “Small Kyiv” (for similar hilly terrain 
along the riverside) and “Capital of Sugar 
Donbas” (surrounding region was the main 
producer of sugar beet in the USSR). Since 
the 2000s, numerous attempts have been 
made to restore memory of those histori-
cal epochs that were consciously silenced 
in Soviet times. This is, first of all, so-called 
“Silver Age of Optimism”, a period of rap-
id development of the city of the late 19th 
and early 20th centuries, when the ordinary 
district town quickly turned into a power-
ful regional centre. In particular, the last 
decade was marked by a mass campaign, 
started by local history experts and taken 
up by the city administration, popularizing 
the legacy of Hryhoriy Artynov, a chief city 
architect in 1900–1919, who had factually 
designed the architectural face of the mod-
ern city centre. Another actualized historical 
period was the Ukrainian struggle for the 
independence (1917–1922) when Vinnytsia 
twice (in February and March of 1919 and 
in May and June of 1920) was the temporary 
capital of the Ukrainian People’s Republic. 
Also, the city is increasingly mentioned as 
an important military-administrative cen-
tre of the Cossack times. The memory and 
ideas of these historical epochs are widely 
used while celebrating the main annual city 
holidays – the City Day and the Europe Day. 
This appeal to the history is reflected in the 
urban landscape by means of renaming the 
streets, establishment of monuments, open-
ing thematic museums, etc.

Methodology

The survey of inhabitants was conducted in 
April-May 2016 and embraced 168 respond-
ents. Only local residents permanently living 
in the city at least for the last 5 years were 
eligible. The sample was representative in 
terms of sex and age structure. A question-
naire contained a set of questions targeted 
at respondents’ opinion on the urban space 
transformation, as well as their ideas and 
representations about the city. The design 
of the questionnaire was based on the elab-
orations of Gospodini, A. 2004, Baris, M.E.  
et al. 2009, Saban Ökesli, D. and Gürçınar, 
Y. 2012, van der Lugt, R. 2013, Oktay, D. 
and Bala, H.A. 2015, as well as on the pre-
vious experience of the authors in studying 
urban identity. Also, we reckoned with some 
previous results (Melnychuk, A. et al. 2013) 
describing key challenges of the selected city 
transformation.

We used the following set of questions:
1. What are the symbols of your city? 

[open-ended; up to 3 options].
2. How does the urban space have 

changed? [open-ended].
3. How did the latest architectural and 

planning innovations change the face of the 
city? [4 answer options – see Figure 1].

4. What does the city need? [5 answer op-
tions – see Figure 3]

5. How appropriate do you consider the 
following transformations of urban land-
scape? [14 answer options – see Figure 4; the 
respondents had to rate each case using the 
following scale: +2 (very appropriate), +1 
(quite appropriate), 0 (indifferent, has the 
right to exist), –1 (bad), –2 (unacceptable)].

6. What does the city means for you? [10 
answer options – see Figure 5; the respon-
dents had to set up priorities from the most 
(10 points) to the least (1 point) important].

7. What is your attitude to the statement that 
Vinnytsia is a provincial city? [5 answer op-
tions: A. Negative: Vinnytsia is really not quite 
a big city, but provincialism is measured rath-
er by the way of thinking and living then the 
number of population; B. Positive: Vinnytsia 



41Melnychuk, A. and Gnatiuk, O. Hungarian Geographical Bulletin 68 (2019) (1) 37–50.

is a relatively quiet, cosy, compact city with 
good environmental conditions; C. Vinnytsia 
is quite a small but upcoming city, which, 
however, evolve to get rid of provincialism; 
D. Negative: Vinnytsia is a great progressive 
European city that cannot be called provincial; 
E. Positive: Vinnytsia is a grey and dirty city 
with a lack of opportunities but excessively 
high ambitions of local administration].

8. Who should be memorialized in the city 
(in the form of monuments, street names, 
etc.)? [5 answer options: A. prominent locals; 
B. prominent people related to Vinnytsia; C. 
prominent Ukrainians; D. fighters for freedom 
and independence of Ukraine; E. outstanding 
figures of the world history and culture].

9. How the following actors (neighbours, 
relatives and friends, local history experts, lo-
cal authorities, NGOs) have influenced your 
attitude to the city in recent times? [3 answer 
options for each of the actors: A. positively; 
B. neutrally; C. negatively].

10. After the installation of Roshen light-mu-
sical fountain, Vinnytsia is: [2 answer options: 
A. city with a fountain; B. city near a fountain).

Ranges, medians and quartiles for ques-
tions with ranking and score evaluations 
were calculated using Statistica 9.0 analytics 
software package. The answers to the open-
ended Question # 2 were processed to identi-
fy the main semantic ideas, which were visu-
ally represented using tag cloud technique.

Survey results and discussion

Respondents indicated 20 landmarks as urban 
symbols. The shortlist of 5 landmarks, men-
tioned by more than 10 per cent of respond-
ents, includes 4 traditional symbols of the 
city belonging to different epochs (Tower of 
Vinnytsia – 73.5%; Pirogov Museum – 44.6%; 
Park Entrance Arch – 38.6%; Complex of mon-
asteries and fortifications, known as “The Mu-
rals of Vinnytsia” – 14.5%) and only 1 modern 
symbol, Roshen Fountain (63.9%), which has 
rapidly burst into a cohort of leaders. We have 
not found any statistically significant effect 
of modern reconstruction and renovation: 

this indicates that a clear hierarchy of urban 
symbols has been shaped in the city, which is 
difficult to change, and only media-promoted 
megaprojects could interfere with it.

Respondents believe that urban space has 
become more modern and comfortable; the 
most of new facilities have harmoniously 
supplemented the historical environment. 
However, approximately every fourth re-
spondent pointed at destruction of the city’s 
historical face spoiling local urban spirit; there 
is no public consensus regarding the pro-
foundness of urban space changes (Figure 1).

Respondents believe that the city experi-
ences intensive changes consisting in con-
struction, renewal and renovation. The gen-
eral direction of these changes is considered 
to be positive and is defined through the 
terms of improvement, progress, develop-
ment, and beautification. Citizens believe 
urban space to become better, which means 
primarily – more modern, more attractive, 
more comfortable, and more European. The 
most often mentioned objects of changes 
were: urban infrastructure (in the context of 
modernization), historic buildings and mon-
uments (in the context of renovation), and 
public spaces (in the context of beautification 
and improvement) (Figure 2).

The respondents have quite a consensus 
opinion about the overload of urban space 
with such post-socialist innovations as shop-
ping malls. Although the majority of re-
spondents give the greatest importance to 
the creation of new industrial facilities, it is 
necessary to emphasise a very large range of 
estimates. Rehabilitation and restoration of 
historic buildings and architectural monu-
ments was recognized to be the second most 
important priority. Not much less importance 
is attached to improvement of public spaces 
and landscaping: these options had strong 
public support despite the fact that over the 
last decade the city’s authorities have already 
done a great job in these areas (Figure 3).

The greatest public support was observed 
for the restoration of historical areas, monu-
ments and public spaces without drastic 
changes to their visual appearance and func-
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Fig. 2. Wordclouds reflecting frequency of ideas mentioned by the respondents

Fig. 1. How has the urban space changed?

tionality, when the old senses and connota-
tions of place are strengthened or combined 
with new ones without obvious contradic-
tion in between (Figure 4). On the other hand, 
changes leading to the destruction of the old 

senses and causing aesthetic and/or func-
tional conflict with already shaped urban 
landscape received the most unfavourable 
evaluations. The first example of such a situ-
ation is construction of the Cloud shopping 
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mall in direct proximity to the Holy Virgin 
Cathedral, an architectural monument, dated 
back to 1745: two buildings are completely 
incompatible in terms of function and design. 
The second example is protracted reconstruc-
tion of the Gagarin Square that led to the to-
tal destruction of its previous appearance 
and made it similar to many other squares 
with underground shopping malls in differ-
ent cities throughout the country. However, 
we should admit that respondents have gen-
eral critical attitude to the construction of 
new shopping malls regardless of their har-
monisation with the surrounding environ-
ment. Particularly comprehensive situation 
is observed when both old and new senses of 
place are historically legitimate and not im-
posed by administration or private business, 
but should compete with each other within 
the same place. Basically, this leads to a split 
of public opinion, as happened in the case 
of the Shevchenko monument at Teatralna 
Square. Since the beginning of the 20th centu-
ry, this place was informally known as “The 

Paris of Vinnytsia” and nowadays is used as 
a place for jazz and rock festivals. Therefore, 
many citizens consider it incompatible with 
the figure of the Ukrainian canonical poet 
and artist. On the other hand, the square 
was a place where locals gathered during the 
Euromaidan, so the other part of respondents 
has strong assertion that Shevchenko as a na-
tional prophet and visionary of public unrest 
has every right to be memorialized there.

Changes, associated with the development 
of urban industrial base and infrastructure 
(e.g. construction of a new tram line), have 
relatively good public ratings. However, a 
negative effect caused by the links with po-
litical figures can be traced. In particular, con-
struction of the second Roshen factory, linked 
to Poroshenko, received relatively poor as-
sessments although it is a big employer, pro-
viding citizens with additional workplaces.

The public opinions on the city’s provincial-
ity were divided almost into halves: while 55 
per cent of respondents believe that Vinnytsia 
is not a provincial city, the other 45 per cent 

Fig. 3. What does Vinnytsia need?
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