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STRUCTURAL ELEMENTS AND CONTENT OF THE PHENOMENON
OF URBAN IDENTITY — SOCIAL AND TERRITORIAL COMPONENTS
(ON EXAMPLE OF THE CITY OF ALMATY)

The study focuses on urban identity, examining its social and spatial components. The phenomenon
is explored from cognitive, emotional, and behavioral perspectives. The study’s uniqueness lies in its
emphasis on two crucial aspects of the urban identity concept. First, it investigates this phenomenon’s
structure, framework, and common elements. This approach seeks to identify stable variables with the
potential for replication in different territorial contexts — various cities.

Additionally, the second strand of the research focuses on the content of urban identity — its unique-
ness, character, and distinctive features — using the example of a Central Asian city, Almaty. Thus, the
study aims to generate material that provides insight into the city and the urban identity of its residents.

Such data can be useful for numerous applied urban fields, ranging from administrative and manage-
rial decision-making to tactical and strategic planning in shaping cultural urban development policies.
Having up-to-date data enables the correct formulation of urban development strategies. On the other
hand, the scientific significance of the study lies in its aim to identify the universal framework and com-
ponents of the phenomenon of urban identity.

Key words: urban identity, identity structure, Almaty, temporal perspective, social mapping, mental
mapping, city perception.
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Kanaablk, corikecTik peHOMEeHiHiH KYPbIAbIMADBIK, KOMNOHEHTTEpI
MeH Ma3MYHbl — DACYMETTIK )KoHe KeHIiCTIKTiK KOMIMOHeHTTep
(AAMaTbl KAAACbIHbIH, MbICAAbIHAQ)

BYA >KYMbIC KaAaAblK, COMKECTIK TaKblpblOblHA, OHbIH SAEYMETTIK >K8He KeHICTIKTIK KypamAaac
GoAikTepiHe apHaAFaH. DeHOMEeH KOTHWUTMBTI, CE3IMAIK  >K8HE  MIHE3-KYAbIKTbIKTYPFblAAH
KapacTbipblAaAbl. 3epTTeyAiH OGiperenAiri KaAaAblk, COMKECTIKTIH €Ki MaHbl3Abl KbIpblH 3epTTeyre
GarFbITTaAybIHAQ. BipiHIWIiAEH, OA KYPbIAbIMbIH, KAHKACbIH >X8HE OCbl KYObIAbICTbI KYPaMTbIH >aAMbl
3AEMeHTTepiHKapacTblpaAbl. ByA TocCiA TypakTbl aiHbIMaAbIA@PAbl aHbIKTayFa YMTbIAQAbI, OAQp
BPTYPAI reorpadmsAbiK, KaFaamAapAa — 9PTYPAI Kaaarapaa KarTasaHybl MyMKiH. COHbIMEH Kartap,
3epTTeyAiH eKiHWi 6aFblTbIKAAAABIK, COMKECTIKTIH, Ma3MyHbIHA, OHbIH, GiperenAiriHe, cunaTbiHa >KoHe
epekLlueAikTepiHe Hazap ayaapaAbl. OpTaablk, A3usiaarbl AAMaTbl KaAacCbl MbICAaA PETIHAE aAbIHbIM,
OHbIH, TYPFbIHAAPbIHbIH KAAAAbIK, COMKECTIr 3epTTEAEA|.

3epTTey 6GapbiCblHAQ aAblHFAH AepeKkTep KaAaHbl 6ackapyAblH KOAAaHGaAbl caAaAapbl yuliH
MaHbI3Abl  60AYbl MyMKiH. OAap oKiMILIAIK, 6aCKapPYLUbIAbIK, TaKTUKAAbIK, >KOHE CTPaTerusAbIK,
wewimaep KabbliaAayAd, COHAAM-AK, KAAAAbIK, MOAEHM CasicCaTTbl KAAbIMNTACTbIPYAAKOAAAHBIAAADI.
O3eKTi MOAIMETTEPAIH GOAYbI KaAaHbl AQMbITYABIH AYPbIC CTPATErMSChIH KAAbINTACTbIPYFa MYMKIHAIK
6epeai. CoHbIMEH KaTap, 3epTTEYAIH FbIAbIMM MaHbI3ABIAbIFbI — KAAAAbIK, COMKECTIK (DEHOMEHIHIH
ambeban KypbIAbIMABIK, KAHKACbIH XKOHE OHbIH KypamAaC GOAIKTEPIH aHbIKTay.

TyiiiH ce3aep: KaAaAblK COMKECTIK, COMKECTIK KYPbIAbIMbl, AAMATbl, yaKbITlla MEPCNEKTUBRA,
SAEYMETTIK KapTorpadusl, MEHTAAAbI KapTorpagums, KaraHbl KabbiAAdy.

90 © 2025 Al-Farabi Kazakh National University


https://doi.org/10.26577/JPsS202593208
https://orcid.org/0009-0004-1410-1619
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3281-6859
mailto:aigul.beimisheva@narxoz.kz
file:///E:/%d0%a0%d0%90%d0%91%d0%9e%d0%a7%d0%98%d0%95%20%d0%a4%d0%90%d0%99%d0%9b%d0%ab/%d0%9a%d0%b0%d0%b7%d0%9d%d0%a3_%d0%bc%d0%b0%d1%80%d1%82-%d0%b0%d0%bf%d1%80%d0%b5%d0%bb%d1%8c-2020/%d0%93%d0%a3%d0%9b%d0%ac%d0%9c%d0%98%d0%a0%d0%90/%d0%92%d0%b5%d1%81%d1%82%d0%bd%d0%b8%d0%ba%20C%d0%be%d1%86%d0%b8%d0%be%d0%bb%d0%be%d0%b3%d0%b8%d1%8f%202-93-2025/%d0%be%d1%82%d1%80%d0%b0%d0%b1%d0%be%d1%82%d0%b0%d0%bd%d0%be/ 

Nugayea, A. Beimisheva

A.P. HyraeBa" 2, A.C. beiimuniiesa®'

" AAMaTbl MeHeAXKMeHT yHuBepcuTeT, AamaTtbl, KasaxcraH
2HCTUTYT UCTOPUK, aPXEOAOTMU U 3THOAOTUM UM. B. ApkamrepunHoBa, bulukek, KbiprbidctaH
3YHusepcuteT Hapxo3, AamaTbl, KazaxcraH
“e-mail: aigul.beimisheva@narxoz.kz

CTpyKTypHbIEe 3A€MEHTbI U CoAepXKaHHue (peHOMEHA rOPOACKONH UAEHTUYHOCTH —
COLIMAAbHbIM U NMPOCTPAHCTBEHHDbIA KOMIMOHEHTDI
(Ha npumepe roposa AAmaTbl)

Pa6oTa nocesiieHa Teme ropoACKON MAEHTUHHOCTH, €€ COLMAAbHOMY M MPOCTPAHCTBEHHOMY KOM-
noHeHTy. MeHoMeH paccMaTprBaeTCs C KOTHUTMBHOM, YYBCTBEHHOM W NMOBEAEHUECKON TOUEK 3peHus.
YHWKaAbHOCTb paboTbl B ee (pOKyce Ha ABYX BaXKHbIX FPAHAX KOHLEMUMU FOPOACKOM MAEHTUYHOCTY.
Ee cTpykType, Kapkacy, 06LIMM SAEMEHTaM U3 KOTOPbIX COCTOMT AQHHbIM (DEHOMEH KaK TakoBOW. DTO
rnorbiTka 0OpaLLEeHNs K YCTOMUMBbIM NMEepPeMeHHbIM, C MOTEHLIMAAOM PENAMLMPOBAHbI B PAa3AMYHbIX TEp-
PUTOPMAABHBIX YCAOBMSIX — ropoAax. Kpome Toro, BTopas HUTb MCCAEAOBaHUS (DOKYCUPYETCS Ha CO-
A€epyKaHM FOPOACKON MAEHTUUYHOCTU €€ YHUKAAbHOCTHU, XapakTepe, 0COOEHHOCTSIX, Ha NPUMepe ropo-
Aa LleHTpaAbHOM A3nmn — AAMATHI.

Taknum 06pasoM MCCAEAOBAHUE CTPEMUTBCS MOAYUMTh MATEPUAA, AQIOLLMIA MPEACTABAEHME O KOH-
KPETHOM ropoAe, FOPOACKOM MAEHTUUHOCTU €ro ropoxkaH. TakMMm AQHHBIMM MOTYT BOCMOAb30BATbCS
MHOTOUMCAEHHbIe MPUKAaAHbIe Ccpepbl FOPOACKOM AETAAbHOCTM OT aAMMHUCTPATUBHbIX, YrpaBAeHYe-
CKMX, OT TaKTUUYECKMX, AO CTpaTernyeckunx, hopMMpYIOLMX KYAbTYPHYIO MOAUTUKY FOPOACKOrO pas-
BUTUS. MIMes akTyaAbHble AQHHbIE, MOXKHO KOPPeKTHO hopmmpoBaTb ropoAckoe passutue. C Apyromn
CTOPOHbI, HayYHasi 3HAUMMOCTb UCCAEAOBAHMS B TOM, UTO OHO CTaBMT nepea co60i 3aAavy BbISIBAEHUS

YHMBEPCAAbHOIO Kapkaca, KOMMNOHEHTOB (heHOMEeHa rOPOACKON MAEHTUUYHOCTU.
KAtoueBble cAOBa: FOPOACKAS MAEHTUUYHOCTb, CTPYKTYpa MAEHTUUYHOCTU, AAMATbI, BpEMEHHas! nep-
CMeKTMBa, COLMaAbHOE KapTUPOBaHWE, MEHTAAbHOE KapTUPOBaHWeE, BOCTIPUSTUE FOPOAQ.

Introduction

The increasing integration of Central Asian cit-
ies into the global context through various spheres
of the economy, culture, and politics, such as tour-
ism, the creative sector, and migration, makes it
necessary to reflect on the phenomenon of urban
identity, both regionally and independently for
each city. Despite the active development of fields
such as urban studies, sociology, urban anthropol-
ogy, as well as political science and ethnography
within the scientific institutions of Central Asia,
the aspect of urban identity has been little studied
and developed both theoretically and practically.
The applied body of work largely focuses on is-
sues of national and ethnic identity, while regional
and local territorial aspects of identity are less ex-
plored. Nevertheless, there is a significant body of
conceptual, theoretical, and practical work that has
been developed by the international scientific com-
munity, awaiting its understanding, testing, and
comparison at the local level, applicable to the cit-
ies of Central Asia.

In contemporary scientific discourse, there is a
clear need for the development of a structural model
of urban identity. This is due, on the one hand, to the
existence of an extensive theoretical body mainly
concentrated on substantive and unique aspects of

identity, and, on the other hand, to the insufficient
elaboration of middle-level concepts capable of in-
tegrating both empirical and structural components
of the phenomenon. The need to construct identity
is a fundamental characteristic of human nature. At
the same time, the territorial rootedness of social
communities, as well as the designation of the city
as one of the key measurable spatial units, empha-
sizes the necessity for systematic updating and justi-
fied analysis of data on urban identity.

In this context, the collection and interpreta-
tion of empirical data reflecting the specificity of
the urban identity of residents of Almaty appears to
be an important step towards forming strategies for
sustainable sociocultural development of the urban
community and enhancing its self-awareness in the
context of dynamic transformations of the urban
environment. The significance of the phenomenon
of urban identity is confirmed by the results of em-
pirical studies conducted by several researchers
dedicated to various forms of social identification.
According to data obtained during three measure-
ments performed in 2014, 2017, and 2022, as well
as an additional measurement among the urban pop-
ulation in 2023, urban identity consistently ranks
among the top three directions of social self-iden-
tification. Thus, according to the 2023 study, 71%
of urban respondents noted the importance of urban
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identity, indicating its stable priority position within
the structure of social identities (Ileuova, 2023).

The purpose of this study is to fix the current
state of urban identity through the analysis of per-
ceptions and behavioral practices of residents of the
city of Almaty. Special attention is given to iden-
tifying key universal structural elements that form
the framework of urban identity by analyzing the
phenomenological content of residents’ narratives
and their interaction with urban space. The subject
of this study is the urban community of Almaty resi-
dents. The object of the study is the structure and
substantive filling of the phenomenon of urban iden-
tity. In accordance with the tasks set, the research
focuses on two interrelated aspects: the identity of
the residents themselves and the identity of the city
of Almaty as a sociocultural space. The analysis
is directed at revealing the structural elements and
content of identity through cognitive attitudes and
behavioral manifestations considered in the context
of social identity.

Particular emphasis is placed on the connection
of urban identity with territorial rootedness and the
concept of “Third places” — public spaces where the
social fabric of the city is formed. Such spaces serve
both as arenas for the manifestation and as zones
for the study of urban identity, playing a key role in
the reproduction and transformation of sociocultural
patterns of urban life.

Literature review

The concept of urban identity in this study is ex-
amined from two perspectives: social and territorial.
It considers both the ways in which residents identi-
fy with the city — their perceptions and behaviors in
the urban environment — and the specific locations
within the city that provide necessary territorial an-
choring. These locations serve as focal points that
reveal the broader phenomenon of urban identity in
concrete terms. In accordance with these objectives,
a body of works, theories, and conceptual frame-
works has been selected for analysis.

In his works, David Harvey raises the issue of
blending social and geographical imagination in ur-
ban studies, highlighting a dichotomy that has de-
veloped over the past century in social and spatial
research. On the one hand, there is spatial determin-
ism; on the other, a complete focus on social factors,
often to the exclusion of topos from consideration.
He proposes that “the city should be viewed as a
complex dynamic system in which spatial form and
social processes are in constant interaction” (Har-
vey, 2018).
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Furthermore, Harvey, following Henri Lefeb-
vre, discusses the ongoing struggle in urban iden-
tity formation between local connections and global
economic and political changes. He elaborates on
this issue in The Right to the City (Harvey, 2019).

Material heritage and the places that residents
choose for their leisure time also express the cultural
trajectory of urban development. Museums, parks,
shopping malls, cinemas, and theaters -the distribu-
tion of priorities among these spaces depends not
only on the current preferences of the urban com-
munity but also on the urban environment itself. As
Oldenburg (2014) states, “we can interpret cultural
evolution within the urban system partly as a pro-
cess of reorganizing the physical and social stimuli
embedded within it.” Therefore, a comprehensive
understanding of the cultural aspects of urban iden-
tity is possible only by maintaining a dual focus on
both social and spatial dimensions.

This study emphasizes places where the urban
community interacts -spaces chosen by residents
during their free time outside of work and home.
Sociologist Ray Oldenburg dedicated his research
to urban culture, the interrelation of spatial and so-
cial processes, and the functioning of urban com-
munities. He introduced the term third place to de-
scribe a specific category of public spaces distinct
from home (the first place) and work (the second
place). In a broad sense, third places include public
urban spaces of various kinds — squares, parks, and
plazas, as well as cafés, coworking spaces, and anti-
cafés. According to Oldenburg, third places func-
tion as “equalizers” because they diminish social,
economic, and status differences. In these spaces,
urban residents temporarily “shed” their everyday
roles-professional, familial, and hierarchical and en-
gage in more horizontal, open forms of interaction.
Here, urban identity is especially pronounced, based
not on belonging to a particular social group, but
on shared territorial and cultural experiences. Thus,
third places counteract the growing fragmentation
and selectivity of social ties, contributing to the for-
mation of an inclusive urban community open to
diverse forms of self-expression and equitable dia-
logue (Oldenburg, 2014).

Sociologist Richard Sennett focused on the re-
lationship between the urban environment, people’s
behavior, and their identity. He argues that cities
need to “plan for disorder” (Sendro, 2022). Without
diversity, a city becomes “brittle.” Sennett explored
urban identity and how urban life influences it, stat-
ing that “the experience of living in a city — its com-
plexity and uncertainty — is a necessary element for
developing an adult identity that prepares individu-
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als to encounter differences” (Ibid., p. 74). Addi-
tionally, he touched on the theme of the social fabric
of time within the material urban space. Growth in
the urban environment “requires dialogue between
the past and the future; it is, rather, a matter of evo-
lution” (Sendro, 2022).

Philip Zimbardo researched the concept of tem-
poral perspective in individuals. Through numer-
ous studies, he concluded that a high-quality, well-
balanced temporal perspective is characterized by a
positive attitude toward the past, the ability to con-
struct an optimistic vision of the future, and a favor-
able assessment of the present. This also applies to
an individual’s relationship with the city, which is
shaped through temporal perspectives. A balanced
time orientation is described as “an idealized men-
tal structure that enables individuals to flexibly shift
temporal frames between past, future, and present
depending on the demands of a situation, resource
assessment, or personal and social evaluations”
(Zimbardo, 1999).

Marco Lalli systematized various theoretical
traditions and views on place identity and territorial
identity. His work contributed to the conceptualiza-
tion of urban identity and place identity through a
socio-psychological approach linked to self-esteem.
Lalli proposed an applied measurement tool for
studying urban identity — the City Identification
Scale. This scale includes five key components re-
lated to the “I and the city” relationship: external
value, general attachment, connection to the past,
perception of proximity, and goal setting (Lalli,
1992).

In this study, an attempt is made to encompass
three interrelated levels of urban identity among
residents. These include:

- The cognitive level, which pertains to percep-
tions and representations of the city.

- The behavioral level, which reflects urban resi-
dents’ practices and activities.

- The affective level, which includes emotional
relationships and sensory experiences associated
with urban space.

The methodological foundation of this approach
is based on a generalized body of scientific research
dedicated to attitudes as complex psychosocial for-
mations. As early as the classical works of the first
urban sociologists, W. Thomas and F. Znaniecki,
such complexes were defined through the concepts
of social attitudes and social values (Thomas, 1918).
In their interpretation, a social attitude represents
a subjective psychological state through which an
individual experiences the significance, value, and

meaning of a social object. It reflects an individual’s
conscious relation to certain elements of social real-
ity and serves as a basis for interpreting and inter-
acting with the urban environment.

Thus, analyzing urban identity through cogni-
tive, behavioral, and emotional dimensions allows
for a deeper exploration of the mechanisms that
establish stable connections between city dwell-
ers and urban space. To grasp the true essence of
urban identity, it is essential to focus not only on
how residents express it but also on how they enact
it through actions. These actions can be categorized
into everyday, unconscious behaviors that hold no
particular significance for the individual, and delib-
erate acts, including collective actions that contrib-
ute to shaping the shared urban “field.”

According to Kurt Lewin, external environmen-
tal forces within the field influence an individual’s
behavior. He describes the interaction between an
individual’s internal sphere and the external field
as the perceptual-motor layer (Lewin, 2000). When
discussing the city, it can undeniably be considered
an external field that affects individuals, plays a role
in shaping urban identity, and is collectively created
by its residents. As Lewin explains, “the properties
of an individual’s ‘life space’ partially depend on
the individual’s condition as a product of their his-
tory and partially on non-psychological factors — the
physical and social environment.”

The search for a Kazakhstani identity begins
with questions related to urban identity in Kazakh-
stan, which, in turn, stem from the historical study
of urban everyday life. In this regard, examining
urban history through the lens of economic, demo-
graphic, and social developments becomes particu-
larly important (Saktaganova et al., 2017).

The relationship between urban and national
identity is highlighted by G. Ileuova, the head of the
Presidential Center for Social and Political Research
Strategy. According to data from 2014, 74.5%
of Kazakhstani citizens believed that their places
of residence were characterized by peaceful and
friendly relations among representatives of differ-
ent ethnic groups. When asked, “How do people of
your nationality feel in Kazakhstan today?”, 70.8%
of respondents answered, “as full-fledged citizens of
Kazakhstan.”

However, a shift in identity structure has been
observed. While civic identity was consistently the
dominant form of self-identification in 2004 and
2009, by 2014, priorities had changed. 75.7% of sur-
vey participants primarily identified themselves as
residents of their city or village, and one of the most
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common forms of self-identification became “a rep-
resentative of my region.” These changes indicate
the growing importance of local identity, which,
in modern conditions, has become one of the most
sought-after forms of social self-determination. This
form of identity is increasingly based on everyday
experience, territorial rootedness, and a sense of be-
longing to the local community (Vlast, 2014).

Local Identity

The article “City Identity: Almaty with a Slope”
examines the phenomenon of Almaty’s urban iden-
tity through the lens of architectural, cultural, and
social transformations. Urbanist Murunov empha-
sizes that urban identity is shaped not only by his-
torical heritage but also by contemporary changes
in the urban environment. Special attention is given
to the visual aspects of the city, which influence
the perceptions of both residents and tourists. The
article also analyzes challenges related to modern-
ization and globalization, which may lead to the
loss of unique urban identity. The study highlights
the necessity of preserving the local cultural code
in the process of urban infrastructure development
(Murunov, 2018).

In the search for social identity in certain dis-
tricts of Almaty, research has been conducted by the
Urban Forum Almaty (Kazakhstan) under the proj-
ect “Social Identity of Non-Central Districts of Al-
maty.” The nature of social identity directly impacts
the vitality of local communities (community vital-
ity). This is a relatively new concept, closely linked
to resilience —a community’s ability to recover from
internal or external crises and continue to develop
despite limited resources or other challenges while
preserving its identity. Indicators of community
vitality include not only education and healthcare
levels, public and environmental safety, and quality
of governance but also mutual assistance practices,
trust among community members, and their involve-
ment in decision-making (Social’naya identichnost’
necentral nyh rajonov goroda Almaty, 2016).

The study of urban identity is of interest not
only to anthropologists but also to urban plan-
ners. For example, in 2018 and 2021, Urban Fo-
rum Kazakhstan conducted research titled “Prac-
tices of Studying Identity: The Case of Atyrau.”
The results demonstrated that there are no univer-
sal methods for studying identity, as approaches
must be adapted to the specific context of each city
(Nurmakov, 2021).

The spatial aspects of urban identity have been
explored by Blagovidova N.G. and Ivanova O.A.,
who examine the semantic aspects of identity for-

94

mation in the architectural and spatial environment
of newly established capital cities, including Asta-
na. Based on their analysis, they developed the first
matrix-table of characteristic features of the archi-
tectural and spatial environment of capital cities at
various levels (Blagovidova, 2024).

Materials and methods

In line with the research goals and objectives,
a qualitative research approach was chosen. Quali-
tative research aims to study and understand the
meaning that individuals or groups assign to a social
or human issue. This approach was selected because
it “supports an inductive style, focuses on individual
meaning, and reflects the complexity of a situation”
(Creswell et al., 2023). Several methods were cho-
sen to effectively provide insights into three key di-
mensions: perception, behavior, and the emotional
sphere.

Interviews

Interviews help explore both perceptions and
the emotional-sensory sphere through narratives.

- Sample characteristics: The study involved 70
semi-structured interviews with respondents aged
18 to 70. The interviews were conducted in Russian
and Kazakh.

- Selection criteria: Participants had to have
lived in Almaty for at least two years. The study was
geographically limited to Almaty.

- Research timeline: Fieldwork was conducted
in two periods—October—November 2023 and May—
June 2024.

The semi-structured interview format was cho-
sen to obtain rich, high-quality data on the values
and identity perceptions of city residents. Unlike
structured interviews or quantitative surveys, this
method allows for open-ended responses, capturing
unique narratives while maintaining flexibility. The
logic of informants’ statements was prioritized, en-
suring an in-depth analysis of urban identity.

Social Mapping

The second method used in the study was so-
cial mapping, implemented through a participatory,
community-based approach. The methodological
foundation was based on mental mapping tech-
niques developed by Kevin Lynch and Stanley Mil-
gram.

- Research location: Almaty

- Research period: December 2023 — February
2024

- Sample type: Spontaneous sampling

- Sample size: 200 respondents
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Social mapping serves both as a research proce-
dure and a means of visually representing data. This
method is widely used in urban studies, including
urban sociology, social geography, and urban an-
thropology. The Chicago School of Sociology was
among the first to use mapping techniques to study
urban environments. With advancements in GIS
technologies, mapping has become an essential tool
for analyzing spatial-social relationships.

Mental mapping—a concept tested and described
by Kevin Lynch in The Image of the City—focuses
on how people perceive their urban surroundings,
how they relate to the physical city, and how their
mental images differ from actual maps. Lynch’s key
heuristic thesis suggests that a city’s physical real-
ity, its representation on maps, and the way people
experience it are distinct phenomena (Nugayeva,
2024). The goal of mental mapping is to “awaken
one’s images of the material environment” (Lynch,
1982).

Community-Based Observations

A community-based approach (CBPR — Com-
munity-Based Participatory Research) was also
integrated into the study. This innovative method-
ology in social research (Minkler, 2011) is a con-
ceptual framework for data collection and research
organization.

- CBPR begins with a question relevant to the
community and actively engages community mem-
bers and stakeholders throughout the research pro-
cess.

- The method culminates in education and social
change initiatives, making it both a research tool
and a social intervention.

Additionally, the study was structured accord-
ing to participatory research principles, where par-
ticipants were not just data sources but active agents
in the research process. This coresearch approach
involved:

1. Joint problem formulation and discussion

2. Reflection on collected data

3. Participation in interpreting results and for-
mulating conclusions

This methodological strategy aligns with criti-
cal and emancipatory paradigms, particularly Henri
Lefebvre’s “Right to the City” concept, later ex-
panded by David Harvey. In this context, citizen
participation in research is not only a democratiza-
tion of knowledge but also an empowerment tool,
allowing residents to take an active role in shaping
and rethinking urban spaces as social environments.

Results and discussion

In the process of analyzing narratives of infor-
mants obtained through semi-structured interviews,
the main focus was on identifying the structure of
urban identity reflected through the individual and
collective perception of citizens. To process and in-
terpret the empirical material, thematic analysis was
applied, allowing to the identification key meaning
categories, stable patterns, and structural elements
that shape the content of urban identity in the con-
text of the daily experience of respondents.

Thus, in free form telling about the city, about
their personal memories related to it, experiences,
experiences, themselves and the urban community
the study participants most often addressed the fol-
lowing big categories: problems, symbols, land-
scape/ nature/ architecture, myths/legends, people/
community/heroes, toponymy.

Based on this data, it can be concluded that
these are the main structural elements that citizens
understand, from which the perceived content of ur-
ban identity is constructed.

Landscape, architecture and natural environ-
ment as an element of identity

Landscape category consists mainly of: archi-
tecture, segments related to nature, infrastructure:
“the city is like a carpet, lying at the foot of moun-
tains, cozy paradise, trees, mountains, clean water,
culture», mountain rivers, mountains themselves,
hotel Kazakhstan, tree karagacha, sloping streets”
(Informant 1, female, 43 years old).

Urban environment issues: ecology, transporta-
tion, and behavior culture

The problems are related to the environment,
mainly air pollution, transport problems — traffic
jams, public transportation, people, their culture of
behavior in the city: “bad ecology, transport prob-
lems, homeless animals”; Victor Tcha is Almaty,
if the song — changes, Our hearts demand. Public
transport problems. Garbage. Lighting, Air. And
here..., change is very much desired”; “the old
grandfather with outdated traditions is an associa-
tion of the whole city”; “You imagine, we live vol-
untarily in a city that reduces our life. Which kills
us”.(Informant 8, female, 30 years old).

Community, citizens, and heroes as bearers of
meaning

Community, citizens, heroes — here informants
describe both locally known people and significant
memories associated with them, as well as heroes
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who contributed to the development of the city, and
unconscious name-markers of space, mainly it is
monuments, repainting wearing the name, the es-
tablishments with the names of prominent figures.
Also, in general, the description and characteristics
of a city-dweller — Almaty, its features, those traits
that distinguish it from other cities: “city is — youth,
modernity, creativity, European style, freedom,
freedom and relaxation, perhaps. Because 1 often
go and observe that people are so often relaxed, en-
joy life”; “the city center is a crowd of people in
a positive way”’; “Almaty — it’s active citizens, it’s
aryki, it’s Turencur and it’s fountains”(Informant 4,
female, 44 years old).

City symbols: from the Apple to the Snow Leop-
ard

Symbols — in this category are the key signifi-
cant units, embodying multiple meanings, layers
of culture. They are like material objects. Invis-
ible symbols. The information about them is passed
from word to mouth. Some of them are maintained
at the official level and broadcast by the city admin-
istration, some are promoted and popularized by
business marketing tools, and some are bottom-up
symbols, informal, community-specific and some-
times urban conflict.

“For me, Almaty is nature and mountains, ap-
ple”; “a few words that I associate with the city
of Almaty. First — “apple”. The second — “Alma”
(which means “apple” in Kazakh)”; “City is — red
apples, coat of arms of Almaty, snow leopard”;
“Apple or apples, Aport also seems to me, moun-
tains, students, smog” (Informant 2, male, 37 years
old).

Myths/legends — expressed in the speeches of
informants describe the origin of certain names, dis-
tricts, communities of the city, citizens themselves.
In the speech of informants this topic often inter-
sects with toponymy.

Stories, bikes and legends are connected with
the name of the streets and the bilingual context
of life of the city community of Almaty — Kazakh
and Russian languages, which provokes a differ-
ence in perception of words and sounds. And also
not knowledge of the context and historical con-
nection of some phenomena, names, events, per-
sonalities.

In addition, the names of the streets in the city
have experienced 3 major waves of renaming over
the last century. The first names were assigned and
marked on the general plans in 1858. The next big
wave of renaming was throughout the Soviet pe-
riod, starting in 1917. The last stage can be called
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the period when Kazakhstan became a sovereign
state. The final mass renaming was marked in 2018,
when Mayor of Almaty Bauyrjan Baibek ordered to
rename 180 streets (Karavan, 2018)

The opinion of one of the informants: “People
thought it was Rosa Bakieva. [ mean, they thought it
was a woman. Rosa, this is funny, not Rozybakiev*
“, another informant’s judgment on the origin of the
name of the same street: “It is Rozybakieva, it is a
woman, many people believe that it is a male name,
although it is a woman” (Informant 3, male, 60 years
old) .

Also a characteristic review in connection with
the renaming of streets: “People often now confuse
Kabanbai batyr, Bogenbay batyr or Aiteke bi, Kazy-
bek bi. That is, exactly where there was a confusion
(Soviet-October) nomastic process continued from
this mess” (Informant 7, female, 55 years old) .

Toponymy and quantitative analysis of refer-
ences

The main toponyms mentioned by informants
can be thematically combined into urbononyms,
which in turn are represented by three categories:
rogonomous (names of streets) — 32 references,
chorionyms, agononyms (buildings, places) — 48
references, “top/bottom” (sides of the light) — 20
references in 70 analyzed materials.

Analysis of the data obtained during the inter-
view, quantitative content analysis was carried out
on the frequency of references highlighted by the-
matic analysis of key categories of toponyms. They
are presented in the diagram below (Figure 1).

We can see that based on analysis of 70 units of
text, the most popular in terms of quantitative cat-
egory: nature — 23 mentions, citizens, community —
11 mentions, problems — 11 mentions, apples/ Aport
— 8 mentions, mountains — 7 mentions, architecture
— 7 mentions, City atmosphere, “spirit” — 7 refer-
ences.

“Cozy paradise, trees, mountains, clean water,
culture. But poor ecology, transportation problems,
homeless animals”(Informant 4, female, 44 years
old).

Less attention in the speech of informants are
covered, but marked: food/ kitchen, features of the
city planning, freedom, climate, trade activity, the
city as a business center.

“Despite the proximity of the mountains, the at-
mosphere of a modern center where more business
people, youth. Active such a center”(Informant 3,
male, 60 years old).

Below is a diagram showing the proportions of
the references to categories (Figure 2).
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Another important variable in the formation of
an urban identity is the connection of the resident
with the city over time. According to the concept
discussed above (Zimbardo, Philip & Boyd, John.
(1999) The acceptance of the past and the ability
to predict a positive vector of connection with the
place in the future characterizes the quality of for-
mation of identity. In the general theory of social
identity development it can be both positive and
negative, an individual can be satisfied with his “in-
group”, or aspire to “out-group”, in this case with
urban identity of a in-group serves the city of Al-
maty. An out-of-group, some other.

In the group of informants we study, with criti-
cism of the current state of cities, and adding to the
key associations associated with it negative, prob-
lematic associations related to air pollution issues
and a number of other environmental problems, The
general positive vector of attitude towards Almaty
remained.

Psychological attachment to the city and the
temporal dimension of identity

The positive emotionally coloured memories
of the past, as well as the hopes full of purpose and
dreams about the future of the city prevail. None of
the informants said that they want to leave, or that
living in the city gives them considerable discomfort.

“Now the square of my childhood slightly
changed, but kept in general usual appearance, left
giant stones with human growth, but added a monu-
ment to Makataev, poet” (Informant 1, female, 43
years old).

At the end of this discussing part obtained dur-
ing the interview, authors want to return to the key
concepts in the theory of “social identity”, based on
the developments of G. Tajfela and J. Turner, which
in turn were based on the work of E. Erickson,
mainly on “Identity: youth and crisis” (Nugayeva,
2024) The author singled out a segment dedicated
to the territory in all its diversity, including “urban
identity”. In their works, the authors elaborate on
the topic of social identity, and urban identity is one
of the categories that make up the social identity of
each individual. The methods of constructing iden-
tity can vary in directions: from the common, from
the different and from the identical/ itself identical.

Comparison of “us” and “them”: self-identifi-
cation of Almaty residents

Based on this research, we can conclude that the
identity of Almaty is more based on self-identity.
That is, in recognition of their uniqueness, reliance
on themselves, understanding their differences,
characteristics. In the material received only three
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episodes where the city and its inhabitants are com-
pared with others, that is, the process of identifica-
tion is built through a common or an opposed to sig-
nificant other. In this case, another city or residents
of other cities.

“When you live in a small city and say that you
are going to Moscow, everyone asks you to bring
something or buy. But when I said that | was going
to Moscow, the people of Almaty simply said: “So
what? We have our own capital, we don’t need any-
thing”. It was an interesting contrast” ((Informant 5,
male, 65 years old).

Participatory mapping: perception of urban
spaces

The process for this phase of research and data
collection was as follows. Townspeople were asked
to go into the city and define for themselves places
in three categories. Places attractive, cozy, reserv-
ing, where good yourself or with a close person,
conditional “place for kissing”. Places are repulsive,
unpleasant. Causing a sense of anxiety, insecurity
“crime scenes”. The third category is “third places,”
where citizens are comfortable to spend time outside
of home and all jobs, where they find leisure and
socialization, which they can recommend to others.
An important part of the study is that participants
should not share their opinions about such places,
ie provide information from memory based on ex-
perience, but actually go to the city, take a photo
of this place (Figure 3) Indicate the geographic data
and describe why they consider the place to belong
to one category or another. Thus, in contrast to the
group of social or mental mapping methods based
on the cognitive sphere of the respondents, it was
important for us to connect the behavioral, behav-
ioral component and the real experience of living
places in the city.

Discussion of the results of social participatory
mapping can begin with the quantitative relation-
ships of three categories of places proposed in the
joint study to citizens: places dangerous, unpleas-
ant; places secluded, loved; places for socialization
and leisure.

Thus, in the first place in number of references
are “third places” — 63 , “favorite places” — 39 , and
“dangerous places” — 24. In this ratio we see a great-
er interest of citizens, shown to the category of third
places, they were more willing to share, described,
photographed, also their typology within the catego-
ry is most diverse. The description and characteriza-
tion of places in selected categories was developed
together with informants, based on their experience
in each of the chosen places.
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Figure 3 — A photo of the mapping process by citizens

“Third places” as the core of social life

So, “third places” according to the people par-
ticipating in the study is a cafe, park, university,
creative hub, TRC. The names listed above are the
most frequent ones that were shown in the photo,
described and mapped. It is important to note that
the university by R. Oldenburg categorization re-
fers to the second places, ie work and study, but in
this study students and teachers shared third places
within the university — recreation rooms, cafeterias,
winter gardens, Libraries etc. The range of places in
category “third place” is the largest, also marked by
single mentions — skating rink; co-working; sports
club; courtyard at JK; winter garden (on school
grounds); gallery; theater; knitting club. In addition,
there is a mention of the bathhouse and mosque,
viewing platform in the mountains and mountain
spring, which is defined as reflecting the unique part
of urban culture, leisure and identity of Almaty.

In explaining the choice of “third places” the
participants used the following wording, giving
a general description of this category of places:
“come in my free time”, “place to meet with friends
and relatives”, “place where I feel good” (Informant
9, male, 20 years old) .

Intimate, cozy, and memorable locations (“Kiss-
ing Places”)

The most popular “Kissing places” or secret
spots in the study are represented by the following

choices of informants: square, pedestrian boule-
vard, café, school, TRC, and arches in courtyards.
In addition, the study participants included a flow-
er shop, a yard, a train station, a business center,
and a salon.

Formulating the characteristic “places of kisses»
informants resorted to the following descriptions:
“where I am well with a loved one”,”place beauti-
ful, for date”,”place secluded”,”’place where com-
fortable, cozy and smells good”,”place of my dates
and kisses”,”intimate place” (Informant 1, female,
43 years old).

Dangerous and disturbing places in the percep-
tion of city residents

The most common danger areas were intersec-
tions, passages between houses, and spaces deep in
parks. Also mentioned were deserts, spaces behind
the school and a real crime scene.

The most common danger areas were intersec-
tions, passageways between houses, spaces deep in
parks. Also mentioned were deserts, spaces behind
the school and a real crime scene.

The overall characteristics of dangerous places
according to the study participants are: “dark”,”de
serted”,”crowded”,”dirty”, ’repellent”,”’safe for men
but not for women” (Informant 10, female, 2 years
old).

Detailed quantification of all three categories of
seats is presented in Table 1.
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Table 1 — Name and number of third, dangerous and secret places in Almaty

Third places Dangerous places (crimes) Kissing places (secret)
Name Number Name Number Name Number
Cafe 12 Parking 3 Promenade 3
Parks 5 transport interchange 4 Park bench 3
Bazaar 2 Between-home passages 7 Business Center 1
University 7 Deep Park 4 Salon 1
Skate Park 1 Wasteland 3 Park 5
Banya «Arasan» 2 i’iﬁzz;jjehind the 2 School 3
z/g;r;tliiﬁ(source 3 Actual crime place 1 Cafe 5
Museum 1 Flower shop 1
Vintage shop 2 Brawler 1
Eco-shop 2 Shopping mall 3
Boulevard 2 Square 4
Shopping Center 5 Station 1
iiI;gliOoslzlsqu;stitution 1 Arches in «stalinka» 3
Riverside 3 Xi(f::;%nzrea in the 2
Concert hal | Boulevard (pedestrian 3
street)
Creative hub 5
Skating 1
Cowarking 1
Sports club 1
residential complex 1
Winter garden (on the |
school grounds)
Gallery 1
Theatre 1
Knitting Club 1
total: 63 24 39

The application of places proposed by citizens
on a map, allows us to understand geographical, ter-
ritorial data, namely clustering, the pattern of place-
ment of certain categories of places. So in figure 4 we
see that the third places, clustered predominantly on
the north-eastern part of the city, which corresponds
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to the historical center of Almaty formed from 30
to 70 years XX century. There are also many other
places. Dangerous, unsafe places — they’re all over
the map, moving west — these are the new parts of
the city that were formed by waves in the 1980s,
1990s, 2000s, the most extreme points.
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Conclusion

Analysis of the urban identity of residents of
Almaty in the framework of this study was carried
out using qualitative methods, including semi-struc-
tured interviews and social mapping, implemented
in a participatory, community-based approach. This
methodological choice made it possible to record
current manifestations of urban identity through the
prism of individual perception, behavioral practic-
es, and emotional relationship of citizens to urban
space. The data obtained are of practical relevance
and can be used to develop strategies for sustainable
and inclusive urban development.

The study allowed to identification of both
unique content features of the phenomenon of urban
identity of Almaty, and its structural components
that form a stable framework. The elements identi-
fied — symbols, problems, myths and legends, fea-
tures of the landscape, architecture, toponymy, as
well as important urban characters and communities
— represent a set of basing points on which identity
is based. These structural components are compara-
ble and can be used in similar studies in other urban
contexts.

Among the characteristic phenomena estab-
lished during the work, special importance is given
to the symbol of the apple, which is perceived by
citizens as a symbolic element of local identity.

Urban fiction is often built around the names of
streets, which are interpreted through their rhyth-
mic or sonic perception, as well as through histori-
cal layers and transformations of the same space in
different periods of time. The problems persistently
present in the daily life of citizens play an essential
role in the formation of identity, in particular issues
of ecology, air pollution, state of transport and road
infrastructure.

The behavioral aspect of urban identity was
investigated through an analysis of space devel-
opment practices and relations to different urban
locations. Three types of places were recorded as
part of the participatory mapping: third places (so-
cialization and leisure spaces), secluded, intimate
areas intended for individual stay or communica-
tion with a close person, and also places that have
negative emotional coloring — perceived as unsafe,
repulsive. Third places, including cafes, parks,
university spaces, shopping centers, and creative
Hubs, were the most popular among citizens. In
the category of private, “secluded” places were
marked squares, individual benches, embank-
ments, and chamber areas in parks. Among the
spaces with negative color-intersections, passages
between houses, and poorly lit areas in the depths
of green plantations.

Thus, the results obtained allow us to speak
of a multilayered and multi-level structure of ur-
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ban identity based on a combination of cognitive, Gratitude

behavioral, and emotional components. The study We express gratitude to the team of PF “Goro-
demonstrates the importance of local experience  zhanym”, the group of companies “ATLAS” for
and territorial rootedness in the formation of urban  their help in organizing and conducting research,
identity and highlights the importance of working  as well as to all editors and reviewers for valuable
with spatial practices in the study of social dynam-  feedback and recommendations on improving the
ics of the urban environment. content and design of the article.
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Jicameepuunosa amuinoazbl mapux, apxeoioeust HeoHe dMHONOSUSL UHCIUMYMbIHbIY 2blLIbIM KAHOUOAMbl dopedicecine i30eHyul,
biwxkex, Kvipevicman, e-mail: dvorproject@gmail.com

beumuwesa Aiieynv — npogheccop, Hapxos ynusepcumemi, Anmamul, Kazaxcman, e-mail: aigul. beimisheva@narxoz.kz

Ceedenus 06 asmopax:

Hyeaeea Anecst — Aoacankm npogheccop, Lenmp ypbanucmuru, Armamer Meneosicmenm ynusepcumem, Aimamot, Kazaxcman;
couckamenv cmenenu Kanouoama uayk, Mucmumym ucmopuu, apxeonocuu u smuonoeuu um. b. [ocameepuunosa, Buuixex,
Kwipevizeman, e-mail: dvorproject@gmail.com

beumuwesa Aiieyns — npogheccop, Ynusepcumem Hapxos, Aimamer, Kazaxcman, e-mail: aigul. beimisheva@narxoz.kz

Kenin mycmi: 09 kaymap 2025 scoln
Kabvinoanowi: 26 mameip 2025 scoln
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