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Space imagination and mixed identity in Russian towns
bordering on Finland

Igor Okunev, Aleksey Domanov*
MGIMO-University

The quantitative analysis of an opinion poll conducted in October 2013 in three Russian
cities located near Finnish border (St-Petersburg, Kronstadt and Vyborg) explores
European identity of their citizens. This area was chosen to illustrate the crucial importance
of space interpretation in spatial identity formation by using critical geopolitical approach.
The study shows how different images of space on the same territory act as intermediate
variables between objective territorial characteristics and citizens' identities. As the
geographical position at the border of Russia provides the citizens with geopolitical
alternatives to identify their location as a fortress defending the nation (as in the case of
Kronstadt) or a bridge between cultures, the given study allows us to compare reasons for
these geopolitical choices of inhabitants. Furthermore, the research aims at bridging the gap
in the studies of European and multiple identity in Russian regions and provides Northwest
Russian perspective on the perpetual discussion about subjective Eastern border of Europe.
Key Words: Russia-Finland border, European identity, Space imagination, Critical geopolitics.
Article Info: Received: July 27, 2014; Revised: October 28, 2014; Accepted: November 14,
2014; Online: November 30, 2014.

Introduction
In October 2013 the Club for Geopolitical Studies of MGIMO-University
organized a research expedition to three cities in the border area of Russia and
Europe: St. Petersburg, Vyborg and Kronstadt. The expedition was an attempt
to answer the following research question: how did bordering position affect the
identity of inhabitants of these cities and towns. At the same time, we proceeded
from the axiom that identity can affect political processes in these cities to some
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extent. In particular, we assume that various identity (for example, European,
Russian, Finnish) determines difference in voters' political culture and ideological preferences, which cannot help but affecting political process.
Nevertheless, we put aside the way in which various identities shape various
political practices. We aimed at showing how space shaped these identities.
Following the traditional logic of geopolitics, particular space would necessarily
shape a particular type of spatial identity, which would vary in intensity depending on the intensity of the spatial characteristic. For instance, the area at the
Russian-Finnish border should have given rise to a more European (or mixed)
type of spatial identity. In this case spatial identities in Vyborg, Kronstadt and St.
Petersburg would be affected by the border characteristic to different degrees.
The thesis was to be checked during our expedition. Relying on critical
geopolitics, we initially hypothesized that space by itself does not shape a specic
identity. There is a mediator in the causal link between space and identity –
interpretation of space. Any space can be interpreted differently, and even in
opposite ways. If the assumption is correct, uniform space (in this case, border
area) must have been interpreted differently, which in turn must have engendered different identities.
The hypothesis was checked in cities situated in the same border area (not far
from Russian-Finnish border) – St. Petersburg, Vyborg and Kronstadt.1 The
research group employed a range of qualitative and quantitative methods from
discourse analysis to standardized public opinion poll, but only the latter will be
analyzed below.
The opinion poll was conducted in order to answer the following research
questions: can St. Petersburg be considered “our foreign area”? Do Vyborg
citizens feel living on “occupied territory”? Are Kronstadt citizens attached more
to their locality than to Russia and Europe (what is more important for them)?
Our eld study revealed two types of spatial features that are subject to citizens'
interpretation. The rst type includes the features that were interpreted
differently in every town:
1) border location/ marginality can be interpreted bearing in mind either the
barrier function of a border, which results in the protective and traditional
identity of a town-fortress defending a country's border (Kronstadt), or its
contact function, which leads to the mixed, polycultural identity of a townbridge connecting territories on both sides of the border (Vyborg,
St.Petersburg);
2) peripheral location can be interpreted either as backwardness in comparison
to the center, which reinforces national identity (Kronstadt, St.Petersburg), or as
an opportunity to shape own local historical narratives, which supplement
national identity (Vyborg).
The second type includes the features that played their role in shaping
identity or not:
1) seaside location (interpreted in St.Petersburg and Kronstadt, but not in
Vyborg);
2) proximity to Europe (interpreted in St.Petersburg and Vyborg, but not in
1

More on the social dynamics of this region: in the past (Kalinitchev 2011) and nowadays (Petrov
2008, Semyonov and Abramov 2011).
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Kronstadt);
3) isolation (interpreted as exceptionality requiring that the nation state paid
special attention to the area – only in Kronstadt).
Thus, we can talk about a special link in the chain of spatial identity formation – interpretation of space (expressed in spatial myths, images and conceptions). This link appears to be crucial, as it makes possible to shape different
identities, including opposite ones. In turn, this fact proves that geographical
variables do not determine, but only condition political processes. In other
words, the variables set corridors and probable scenarios for them.
In this respect the given territories are of great interest, because they have
Swedish heritage, but are now parts of Russian state. People of different nations
could leave different imprints and could interpret the same space in different
ways. St.Petersburg and Kronstadt areas became Russian territories in the early
18 century, while Vyborg passed to Russian jurisdiction only in 1940, having
stayed in Finland. Moreover, during Soviet times Vyborg was populated by
migrants from other areas of the USSR, whose background had little similarity
with Finnish self-consciousness of indigenous people. After all, some inhabitants
of Kronstadt could have traits of “torn identity”, as the town was built by Peter
the Great on an island, so the people have limited access to the other parts of
their nation state.

Factors of Mixed Identity Construction
The theoretical base of the study is the constructivist trend developing in the
political science as a whole and geopolitics, in particular. It combines elements of
the modernistic (positivist-rationalist) epistemology and postmodern (reectivist)
picture of the world. Such a combination corresponds to the process of research
paradigm change that started after the emergence of postmodern criticism and
came over social sciences and humanities and has now reached geopolitics. The
combination allows using separate ndings of classical geopolitics of the modern,
yet, it limits reference to geographical determinism, ecocentrism and social
Darwinism, as well as largely widens the understanding of space aspects of
politics thanks to including in the problem eld the research issues of the
postmodern critical geopolitics.
The space (geopolitical) factors are interpreted in a wide sense here and
compared with time (chronopolitical) ones. This helps achieve the objective of
studying the maximum possible number of factors of impact on the political
development. The focus is made not on the analysis of only the properties of the
space object location, which are immanently inherent to it ("vertical conditionality"), but on the analysis of its relationship to the locations of other objects in
space, i.e., on the analysis of space links ("horizontal conditionality"). The paper
thus analyzes the impact of geopolitical (static) characteristics on chronopolitical
(dynamic) characteristics.
The paper is based on the two principal theoretical and methodological
approaches. The rst one is related to the concept of multidimensionality and
multiformity of political institutions and processes with mutual conditionality of
space, and not only space, factors of state development. The second approach is
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associated with the recognition of cognitive limitations of various ideal constructs
(abstract ideas, categories, ideal types, etc.), the incompleteness of their explanatory power and, hence, the necessity of empirical assessment of the extent of
actual validity of certain state development factors in specic conditions.
One of these factors of state development is local self-consciousness. If the given
opinion poll shows a serious cleavage and no link between groups of citizens
putting a premium on their Russian, local and European identities, one can
forecast that the cleavage would in future hinder the growth of state institutions
on this territory. Strong local identity eclipsing national one would mean the
beginning of Russian polity fragmentation in accordance with the Balkanization
pattern of state-building process (Troncota 2011: 90). At the worst, strong desire
to secede could appear among those with local or European identity. On the
contrary, the presence of multilevel identity could reinforce territorial cohesion
and minimize risks of political instability related to the claims of secession.
Moreover, multilevel identity facilitates the establishment of transnational ties
possible and, consequently, weakens the basis for radical nationalism.
A small review of literature will help to establish the most probable directions
of causal links between spatial identity and its factors. Following constructivist
logic of identity formation, it is shaped during discussion, exchange and
transborder contacts (Checkel and Katzenstein 2009). For instance, it is cognitive
mobilization of citizens that contributes to identity formation process (Inglehart
1970). In other words, citizens need information (Fuchs 2003) about members of
their in-group or about the territory (e.g., of their nation state). Therefore, such
variables like education level could inuence identity feeling. Developing the
above-mentioned idea of Checkel and Katzenstein, the survey measured effects
of discussions about events in other European countries (as people also get
information about in-group from other people), visiting other European
countries (transborder contacts) and communicating with friends or relatives
abroad.
Besides, Schild (2001) focused on affective dimension of spatial identity, so
cultural relations with other Europeans could be as well a signicant predictor.
This parameter was measured with a question about listening to European
music. Another cultural parameter, historical memory, also seems to affect
spatial identity by giving a sense of common past with other Europeans, which
fosters present unity.
Studies of spatial identity gave particular attention to its political (Duchesne
and Frognier 2002) or civic (Bruter 2005) dimension. Consequently, such
political factors as trust in authorities was also expected to affect spatial identity.
Moreover, Schild highlighted its evaluative component (i.e. assessments of
authorities can affect identity – Schild 2001).
Thus, these characteristics are believed to cause identity and not just be
connected with it:
H1: European identity in this area is caused by trust in national authorities,
consumer preferences (of European food, goods, music and trips to other
European countries) and the degree of cognitive mobilization (education level,
historical memory and frequency of discussion of events in other European
countries).
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Methodology
The hypothesis was checked by analysis of variance (ANOVA) and correlation
analysis of 185 answers of St.Petersburg, Kronstadt and Vyborg inhabitants.
Measurement of the dependent variable (European identity of Russian
citizens) required taking into account other identity levels, so the poll measured
if the respondents mentioned European identity among other types ("Do you
consider yourself European?") or placed it above the other identities ("Who do
you think you are in the rst place?"). The point is that even EU citizens cannot
identify themselves with the EU without attachment to their locality and nation
(Haas 1958), with some scholars afrming that national identity in EU member
states is inseparable from European and itself contains "aspects of
Europeanness” ("marble cake" concept – Risse 2005). So we could expect the
same phenomenon on Russian territory, where European identity was not so
widespread. Here European identity could also be “anchored” in national one
(Díez Medrano 2003; Duchesne 2008).
The respondents have also answered the following questions:
- how often do you discuss events in other European countries with other
people?;
- do you prefer going to foreign European countries or to other places in
Russia? - both for business and tourist purposes;
- do you prefer buying European or Russian food?;
- do you prefer buying European or Russian goods?;
- do you prefer listening to European or Russian music?;
- do you trust Russian national authorities? ;
- do you have friends or relatives born or living in foreign European countries?.
Our interest in the accuracy of historical memory was reected by the
following question: "When did this locality become a part of Russia?" Citizens of
Vyborg were asked to name the former Finnish name of the city and if they
believed their town was Russian, Finnish or Swedish (as expected, the respondents understood that the last question was about Finnish and Swedish cultural
heritage, not administrative position). Demographic variables included age (sixpoint scale), level of education and occupation.

European Identity in Relation to Others in North West Russia
In all the three cities there were 4.4% of respondents placing their European
identity above Russian and local one. The nding is rather close to results of
other polls (for example, according to the European values study, 4.9% of
inhabitants in North-Western federal district had European identity in 2008 –
Domanov and Zhirnova 2014), and this fact increases our condence in the
reliability of other ndings. (Figure 1). 46.2% put Russian identity on the rst
place and 49.5% - local one. At the same time, the majority (64.5%) mentioned
European identity, but did not specify what place it had on their list.
Respondents varied signicantly (with the acceptable signicance of Chisquare coefcient .005) in their musical preferences: European music was
listened to by 47.3% of those polled in St. Petersburg, by 36.7% - in Kronstadt
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Figure 1. “First-order” identity in these towns.

and only by 17% in Vyborg. The number of respondents preferring trips to
foreign European countries also varied signicantly: 31.3% in Kronstadt, 50% in
Vyborg and 61.3% in St. Petersburg.
The last nding is believed to reect the objective geographical isolation of
island-based Kronstadt and its relatively poor living standard. However,
Kronstadt citizens can also have a psychology of "besieged fortress", as the
question concerned preferences rather than real capabilities of the respondents.
In other words, if the respondents understood the question correctly, the
nding means that people did not feel any desire to go abroad even if they had
resources to do so. The qualitative analysis carried out by other members of our
research group conrmed that Kronstadt was still considered “Russian stronghold”, with inhabitants believing it was their duty to protect Russia from
Western threat (like under Peter the Great or during WWII).

Causes of European Identity in North West Russia
As hypothesized, trust in national authorities and two groups of factors were
found to engender European identity and its priority over other spatial identities. Insignicant results can mean that there is a relationship, but further
studies on larger sample are needed: poor signicance is often caused by small
number of respondents.
A. Trust in national authorities
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The character of this link appeared to be the most surprising. European
aspirations were expected to be widespread among people unwilling to be
governed by the current Russian authorities, like among Russian emigrants of
the 20th century.
However, European identity was mentioned more often by the respondents
who trusted national authorities (by 75.8% of those who trusted vs. 58% of those
who did not trust, Chi-square signicance under 10-percent level: .075). These
characteristics were even found to be correlated (Spearman coefcient -.167
with signicance p=.076). The same kind of relationship was observed in the
case of “rst order” European identity, but poor signicance of the result means
a necessity to conduct further surveys with larger sample to get a more solid
proof.
The nding can be explained by a latent factor – general satisfaction with life
of those who trust national government. It is possible that satised people are
both grateful to the authorities for good socioeconomic conditions and maintain
the high living standard, which they associate with European prosperity (e.g.
they can afford to buy goods of high quality).
B. Consumer preferences (food, goods, music, trips)
Preference of food produced in other European countries appeared to be
related to European identity. Indeed, 87.5% of consumers of European food
considered themselves Europeans, while only 61.3% of consumers of Russian
food had this identity. The signicance of Chi-square is .017.
Moreover, it is very probable that this preference is related to the "rst-order"
European identity. Respondents preferring to buy European food were more
inclined to place European identity above all than those liking Russian food:
1.9% vs. 10.2% of these respective groups with even more signicant Chi-square
(less than .001). Besides, "rst-order" European identity also seems to be caused
by preferences of European goods (5.9% of such respondents vs. 1.9% among
fans of Russian goods) and music (9.1% of Europeans among the fans of
European music and 2.9% - of Russian music). The signicance of Chi-square
coefcients in both cases is also acceptable: .077.
Furthermore, an interesting observation can shed light on the psychology of
"besieged fortress": maybe, the more practices connect people to foreign countries - the more they feel isolated from the rest of Russia, and as a result they
often overshadow national identity by another type (European or local one). In
all the three cities (not only in Kronstadt, where the "besieged fortress" psychology was expected) the people who liked foreign food, goods and music placed
European and local identity above national one more often than those who liked
Russian food (63.3% vs. 39.8%), goods (54.8% vs. 40.4%) and music (52.7% vs.
43.8%).
Desire to visit foreign European countries seems to make people place
European identity above other identities. There are twice more “rst-order”
Europeans among people with this preference (6.1%) than among people
willing to go to Russian places (3.2%). However, as many respondents could not
give denite answer to that question, the number of observations narrowed and
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Table 1. Respondents with European and local identity on the rst place.

caused poor signicance of Chi-square coefcient.
C. Cognitive mobilization (level of education, frequency of discussion and historic
memory)
The level of education appeared to be related to “rst order” European identity:
the number of people placing European identity above others varied from
51.4% among people with full secondary education to 72.4% among people with
higher education. There was even a linear correlation between mentions of
European identity and education level (Spearman coefcient .175 with signicance p=.056).
Furthermore, the more people discussed events in foreign European countries – the more likely they were to identify themselves as Europeans. European
identity was mentioned by 56.5% of the people who spare no time for discussing
these events, by 64.9% of the people who sometimes discussed these events and
by 70% of those who often discussed these events.
In turn, this frequency of discussion was partially determined by the presence of friends or relatives in foreign European countries (linear correlation
coefcient .112 with signicance .129, which could be better in larger sample)
and by education level (coefcient .156 with signicance .034).
In addition, if people were aware of their localities' admission to Russia, they
were more likely to call themselves Europeans than people with inaccurate
historic memory (for example, who thought that Vyborg area entered into
Russia in the beginning of 19th century): Spearman correlation coefcient .172
with signicance .086. Moreover, people with good historical memory were
more likely to place European identity above other types (coefcient .139 with
signicance .049). Similarly, the better people knew former names of their cities,
the more likely they were to identify themselves as Europeans. For instance, the
old Finnish name of Vyborg (Viipuri) was remembered by 64.1% of “Europeans”
and by 35.9% of “non-Europeans”.
However, in spite of such good memory of Finnish roots, there is not enough
evidence to substantiate that Vyborg citizens feel living on “occupied territory”.
Although 27.3% of Vyborg citizens considered their town a Finnish one and
29.5% - a Swedish one, they orally claried that they meant it in cultural sense,
recognized that the town administratively belonged to Russia and did not want
to leave Russian jurisdiction. This fact can be attributed to their Russian or local
“rst-order” identities: they did not want to leave Russia because they lived in
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the same country as their imagined community. Indeed, only 12% of the people
considering Vyborg a Finnish or a Swedish town were primarily Europeans.
In-depth interviews taken for qualitative analysis by members of our research
group showed (Okunev and Savin 2014) that many Vyborg inhabitants immigrated from other Russian territories after 1940, so they do not cling to life
under Finnish government and do not consider the USSR or Russia “occupation
regimes”.

Conclusion
The most important theoretical result is that interpretation of space plays key
role in spatial identity formation, acting as an intermediate variable between
objective territorial characteristics and citizens' identities. Different images of
space on the same territory shape different identities, as shown on the example
of European, Russian and local identity in three near towns.
Empirically, European identity in Russian regions was proven to be caused by
trust (surprisingly, not distrust) in national authorities, consumer preferences (of
European food, goods, music and trips to other European countries) and the
degree of cognitive mobilization (education level, historical memory and
frequency of discussion of events in other European countries). The link
between trust in authorities and European identity can be attributed to general
satisfaction with life of some respondents (they can associate their high living
standard with European lifestyle and explain it with efcient national government). Nevertheless, additional inverse causal links cannot be excluded.
Besides, there are differences across cities by musical preferences and desire to
go to other European countries. The citizens of Kronstadt were the most
unwilling to go there, which may be a proof of subjective isolation of this town.
As to Vyborg citizens' space perception, there is little evidence that they feel
being on occupied territory (probably due to Russian origin of many inhabitants). Comparing the tightness of established linear dependences, one can
notice almost equally tight links between European identity and education level
(Spearman coefcient .175), between European identity and historical memory
(.172), and between European identity and trust in national authorities (-.167).
Nevertheless, if a policymaker aims at affecting European identity feelings of the
largest number of citizens, he or she would most likely succeed by changing
education level. At the same time, further studies are needed to completely
assess the efciency of this inuence on every citizen (regression analysis that
would require larger sample).
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