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Abstract—In the 2020s, the process of de-Sovietization of the toponymy in Russian cities intensified again,
accompanied by manifestations of social activism and political competition. Based on an analysis of media
coverage of several dozen such conflicts over the last 5–7 years in the study, their spatial characteristics were
identified and a significant change in the motivation of their participants was shown compared with previous
periods of post-Soviet history. Although ideology still remained the primary motivation for those who initi-
ated the change of Soviet urban names, its importance began to diminish. It began to face significant compe-
tition from historical and cultural motivations, as well as marketing and other pragmatic factors. In the argu-
ments of those opposed to the renaming, pragmatic motives clearly pushed ideology into the background.
After 2022, both supporters and opponents of de-Sovietization began to actively use arguments related to a
special military operation. The traditional composition of actors in toponymic conflicts has become blurred
and more complex. The identified spatial patterns describe the dependence of the intensity of conflicts on the
following factors: center–periphery, spatial competition, transfer of location, spatial diversification of
motives, locality of symbols, memoriality and function of place. It is shown that it is the overlapping effect of
the listed patterns that complicates both the structure of the motivations of the parties to the conflicts and the
geographical differences in their outcomes. The latter became less dependent on regional combinations of the
ideological orientations of the population and the political orientations of the ruling elite. This was facilitated
by the increased importance of non-political motivations and the diversification of local combinations of the
described spatial patterns.
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INTRODUCTION

Neither in the first decades of the post-socialist
transformation, nor in recent years in Russia, have
there been any practical attempts at total toponymic
de-Sovietization or decommunization. They have not
been recorded either at the federal level or in any par-
ticular region or city of Russia. This indicates that in
Russian society, in contrast to foreign examples, nei-
ther the ideological rejection of communist/socialist
ideology nor the unequivocal condemnation of the
sociopolitical practices of the Soviet period came to
dominate the political agenda. At the same time, the
ongoing process of partial de-Sovietization of top-
onymic landscapes in Russian cities, which has been
going on for several decades, testifies to the preserva-
tion and even reproduction of this political agenda in
new generations. And the ongoing protest activity
regarding toponymic de-Sovietization indicates the
continued high level of competition and social signifi-
cance of this agenda.

Scientific studies have formulated various reasons
for renaming in the cities in Russia and CIS countries

during the period of transformation. These grounds
differ depending on the approaches of the scientific
discipline studying toponymy: linguistics (Rubleva,
2016; Zabelin, 2007), history (Chaikina, 1982),
sociology and social psychology (Terentev, 2015b),
political science (Purcell, 2002; Terentev, 2015a), cul-
tural studies (Belyaev, 2018), management disciplines
(Polyushkevich, 2017), geography (Alderman and
Inwood, 2013; Marín, 2012; Rose-Redwood et al.,
2008, 2010), as well as “object oriented” disciplines:
regional studies, country studies and urban studies
(Aksenov and Yaralyan, 2012; Teslenok et al., 2017;
Turovskii, 1995).

One of the most common reasons cited is the need
to construct a new national, political, and regional
identity (Galaktionova, 2016; Polyushkevich, 2017;
Titov, 2017). Applied practices include regionaliza-
tion, de-atheization, decolonization, the formation of
new places of memory, desecularization, “package”
urbanism, and the “politics of repentance” (Aksenov,
2020; Tkhakakhov, 2019). If such construction took
place from above, i.e., initiated and controlled by
authorities at various levels, then it can be considered
96
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Table 2. List of pairs of toponyms (unless otherwise indicated, streets) proposed for renaming in respective cities

*Memorial nomination (associated with a given place or city); ** historical name. Central (significant) street names are highlighted in
italics; *** proposed to rename Proletarskaya St. to Kromskogo St., and Kromskogo Ln. to Rozhdestvensky Ln.
Compiled by author: Decision of City Duma of urban settlement city of Tarusa of fourth convocation no. 12 of October 20, 2020 On
Approval of List of Streets in City of Tarusa Subject to Renaming, quoted from https://october-tarusa.ru/article/2420 (accessed May 11,
2025); Official website of local government bodies of Korocha municipal district of Belgorod Oblast, 
https://web.archive.org/web/20201218083008/https://www.korocha.ru/press-centr/o-pereimenovanii-ul12345-g-korocha/ (accessed
May 11, 2025); Resolution of Rzhevsky Municipal District Duma no. 144 of 27.07.2023 On Renaming of Road Network Objects in City
of Rzhev, Tver Oblast, https://xn–b1abdee0capc.xn–p1ai/documents/2484.html (accessed May 11, 2025).

Tarusa Korocha Rzhev

Rosa Luxemburg–Posadskaya K. Marx–Pokrovskaya Oktyabrskaya–Nikolskaya**
Pioneer–Ogorodskaya** Mezhdunarodnaya–Rozhdestvenskaya Jean-Paul Marat–Predtechenskaya**
Uritsky–Lesopil’naya** Uritsky–Zelenaya Jean Jaures–hero of SMO Artur Tulyakov*
Lunacharsky–Kirpichnaya** K. Liebknecht–Nikolskaya Communes Sq.–Spasskaya**
Karl Liebknecht–Tarusskaya** Proletarskaya–Kromskogo*, ***
Engels–Ivanovskaya** K. Liebknecht Ln.–Nikolsky

Sverdlov–Ovrazhnaya** Dzerzhinsky–Kovalenko*
Karl Marx–Polevaya** Volodarsky–Velichko*
Decembristov–City embankment** Oktyabrskaya St.–Pokrovsky Ln.

Kalyaeva–Bogolyubskaya** Kromskogo*–Rozhdestvensky Ln.

Nerezova*–Shirokaya**
Lenin Sq.–Sobornaya**
October–Voskresenskaya**
Lenin–Kaluga**
Volodarsky–Pronchishcheva*
Komsomolskaya–Serpukhovskaya**
as a process of “ideologization” of space (Aksenov and
Yaralyan, 2012; Turovskii, 1995), highlighting among
the practices historical and cultural ethnocentrism,
politicization, hypertrophy of eras (tendentious
underrepresentation of some historical periods and
overrepresentation of others), geopolitical reorienta-
tion (Aksenov and Yaralyan, 2012). If it took place
with the significant participation of society and eco-
nomic entities, it could have taken place outside of
political and ideological goals (Terentev, 2015a). Then
the authors also mention sacred, ethnohistorical, and
ethnocultural geoconcepts in toponymic practices
(Kalutskov, 2020), which form a process of the oppo-
site direction: “deideologization” of space (Aksenov,
2020).

In the post-Soviet space outside of Russia, top-
onymic changes were associated with the processes of
de-Russification, changes in the geopolitical orienta-
tion of states, decommunization with varying territo-
rial confinement, heterochrony, and varying degrees
of aggressiveness in the implementation of this policy
(Aksenov and Yaralyan, 2012; Teslenok et al., 2017).

Among all the motivations and practices of top-
onymic renaming in the post-Soviet period in Russia,
we are interested in those that relate to the process of
de-Sovietization of urban toponymy,1 which means
the process of rejecting the single “matrix of urban
REGIO
names” (Tkhakakhov, 2019) that formed the common
Soviet identity, and perceive it as an indicator of the
transition of Russian society from the unification of
identity to its diversity.

With respect to similar processes in former socialist
countries, the term “decommunization” is often used
in both academic and political discourse. We do not
identify these two concepts and processes. Our
research confirms the findings of E.A. Terentev
(2015a), who outlines three types of discourses within
which participants construct their models of argu-
mentation for the renaming of Soviet toponyms in
Russian cities: political, historical–cultural, and prag-
matic. In the political type of discourse, the commem-
orative components of names come into focus, and the
names themselves are considered as instruments of
propaganda. Toponymic decommunization belongs
precisely to this type. However, decommunization, in
contrast to domestic de-Sovietization, almost com-
pletely excludes the other two types of discourse. In
the historical and cultural discourse of de-Sovietiza-
tion, names are considered objects of cultural heritage
that have independent significance, regardless of the

1 The author does not consider here the processes of re-Sovietiza-
tion of urban toponyms, which also took place (see, e.g., (Akse-
nov, 2020)).
NAL RESEARCH OF RUSSIA  Vol. 16  No. 1  2026
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Table 3. Frequency of occurrence of motivations for conflict positions on issue of renaming Soviet urban names, by types
of discourses

*Preference for relation of nomination of urban names to religious symbols; **total frequency of occurrence may exceed number of
cases, since in each case parties could have more than one motivation.
Compiled by author based on materials in Table 1.

Position “for” Position “against”

Motivation Number Type of discourse Motivation Number Type of discourse

De-Sovietization 21 Political Household inconveniences 15 Pragmatic

Desire to replace universal 
with a local symbol

13 Historical and cultural Preserving Soviet legacy 9 Political

Desecularization* 4 Political, historical and 
cultural

Potential social tensions 7 Political, pragmatic

Ethnocentrism 2 Political, historical and 
cultural

Poor choice of proposed 
name

6 Historical and cultural

Need for glorifying (inadmis-
sibility of discrediting) SMO

2 Political Ineffective financial costs 5 Pragmatic

Elimination of duplication of 
existing nomination

1 Pragmatic Avoiding duplication of pro-
posed nomination

3 Pragmatic

Ambiguity of local connota-
tions

1 Political, historical and 
cultural

Complex geopolitical situa-
tion (CGS)

3 Political

Striving to increase tourist 
attractiveness

1 Pragmatic Incorrect procedure for 
choosing name

3 Pragmatic

Concerns about increasing 
tourist attractiveness of place

1 Pragmatic

Total by discourse types**:
political 30, historical and cultural 20, pragmatic 2

Total by discourse types:
pragmatic 34, political 19, historical and cultural 6
meaning of the symbols inscribed in them. Pragmatic
discourse considers names as simple linguistic labels
or spatial landmarks, and questions about their politi-
cal and historical–cultural significance are excluded
from discussion (Terentev, 2015a). However, all these
types of discourse are capable of shaping a conflict
agenda and influencing political practices and the
outcome of renaming Soviet toponyms.

The author’s previous studies have shown that
practices of de-Sovietization of urban toponymy in
Russia varied significantly depending on regional
combinations of the political orientations of the popu-
lation and political orientations of the ruling elite.
Poles of geographical electoral cleavages, types of
electoral cultures (according to R.F. Turovskii (2005))
described geographical differences in the processes of
de-Sovietization of toponymy. The administrative and
political characteristics of regional and city adminis-
trations during the renaming periods had a significant
and multidirectional impact on the course of de-Sovi-
etization (Aksenov, 2020). This study, as well as (Akse-
nov and Yaralyan, 2012), indicates the priority of
REGIONAL RESEARCH OF RUSSIA  Vol. 16  No. 1 
political discourse in the renaming of the first two
post-Soviet decades.

With respect to contemporary conflicts regarding
the de-Sovietization of toponymy in Russian cities,
the present study aims to determine whether spatial
features, as well as the composition of actors and their
motivations, have changed compared to previous peri-
ods of post-Soviet history.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Not all recent attempts to change Soviet urban

names were considered, only those that led to urban
conflicts in the last 5–7 years (Galustov, 2016; Med-
vedev, 2017, 2019; Tykanova, 2013) and which were
significantly covered by the media. Here, let us define
urban conflicts as broadly as possible: as a clash of
opposing interests, goals, views, and ideologies of
individuals, social groups, and classes in the urban
space (Dementeva, 2013).

In 2024–2025, students from the master’s program
in Geourban Studies at St. Petersburg State University
and the Graduate School of Urbanism at the HSE
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University in Moscow were involved in identifying,
describing, and analyzing several dozen conflicts over
the renaming of Soviet toponyms in Russian settle-
ments between 2018 and 2025, based on publications
in Russian electronic media (the blogosphere was used
only as reference material), under the author’s super-
vision and using his methodology. For this study, the
most resonant 22 cases of conflictual renaming of
Soviet toponyms in 19 cities were selected, five of
which were package cases—when the renaming of sev-
eral city names was discussed at once. The methodol-
ogy for describing and initially analyzing the cases was
similar to that we had previously used with respect to
conflicts over urban monuments and memorials. It
consisted of five parts: (1) a general description of the
conflict; (2) recording of the motivation, goals, and
results achieved for each of its actors; (3) collection of
relevant quotes from these actors, confirming the
recorded motivations; (4) periodization of the course
of the conflict and description of the actions of all
actors at each stage; (5) general conclusions about the
characteristics of the conflict and its significance for
development of the city.2

To assess the potential significance of each case
considered for the rest of the country, this paper
examines another indicator: the number of urban top-
onyms similar to contested ones existing in other cities
of the Russian Federation.3 For this, the Yandex.Maps
service calculated the same Soviet nominations and
additionally the number of Russian regions in which
they occur.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Table 1 briefly summarizes the main characteristics
of the considered conflicts. Table 2 shows pairs of top-
onyms in cases of plans for large-scale package renam-
ing. In cases where, during the package review, some
of the urban names were renamed and some not, these
parts were considered as separate cases.

Thus, the victory of the “for” position was
recorded in 9 cases; “against,” in 12 cases (moreover,
in two cities, some of the proposed names were
renamed and some were not); and no decision, in one
case. Even these simple statistics confirm that top-
onymic de-Sovietization remains a highly contentious
issue in Russian urban politics, in which no one of the
conflicting positions has an overwhelming advantage.

What can we conclude about shifts in the motiva-
tion of the conflicting parties? Clearly, the ideological
confrontation has diversified. The modern form of
continuation of the century-old conflict between the
Reds and Whites in the political field is most contrast-
ingly and openly manifested as confrontation between

2 For a more detailed description of the methodology, see (Akse-
nov, 2024).

3 Within the 2018 borders.
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communist and veterans’ organizations and parties,
on the one hand, and national–patriotic, Orthodox,
and monarchist organizations (such as the Double-
Headed Eagle, Tsargrad), on the other. The most fre-
quently voiced motivations from the former are to pre-
vent the importance of the Soviet era from being
diminished for the country’s development. On the
part of their opponents, it is unacceptable to glorify
leaders and the Soviet era itself against the backdrop of
the destructive aspects of its history. An important
motive for the latter also appears to be deseculariza-
tion: the explicit or implicit saturation of urban space
with symbols of Orthodoxy, since most of the restored
names are associated with lost or existing religious
sites. Sometimes renaming was even openly desig-
nated as a tool to influence the restoration of a lost
church (the case of St. Petersburg).

Most often, in this confrontation, the historical
resource of ideologizing the political landscape was
used, which broadcasts past ideologized versions of
history and social values with the aim of influencing
mass consciousness (Aksenov and Yaralyan, 2012;
Turovskii, 1995). This is precisely why the process of
toponymic de-Sovietization itself has a twofold inter-
pretation: direct ideological decommunization, which
explicitly indicates a negative assessment of the politi-
cal practice of the Soviet period, and corrections to the
policy of representing eras, which do the same thing
indirectly. The latter motive is often presented and
interpreted as historical and cultural: “For many
years, Tarusians have been discussing the need to
return the city to its prerevolutionary identity. The
entry into force of this decision does not mean de-
Sovietization or the abolition of the gains of the Soviet
period in the history of Tarusa. With this decision, we
are simply returning to the historical center of Tarusa
the street names given by our ancestors, showing the
deepest respect for the history of our small home-
land,” says acting head of the Tarusa district adminis-
tration, Ruslan Smolensky.4

The mentioned ideological confrontation in the
modern process of de-Sovietization of urban names is
not the only one. In the republics-members of Russian
Federation, a motive of ethnocentrism is also
observed: the desire to replace Soviet urban names
with ethnic symbols. As described earlier, this motive
might be associated not only with the desire to
strengthen the representation of certain eras important
for ethnonational history (such as the period of
Syuyumbike’s reign in Kazan), but even with the
replacement of standard Soviet symbols with ethnic
Soviet ones: outstanding national figures of the Soviet
period (Aksenov, 2020). The latter process can be
attributed to de-Sovietization only conditionally, in
terms of demolishing the standard matrix of urban
names imposed by the Soviet central government.
Some researchers interpret the motivation for such

4 https://october-tarusa.ru/article/2420 (accessed 07.05.2025).
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renamings in the republics as decolonization (Tkhaka-
khov, 2019), others as an ethnocultural paradigm
(Kalutskov, 2020).

A new ideological motive was added with respect to
the events in Ukraine. Activation of the process of
nominating city signs as symbols of the special military
operation (SMO) was facilitated, in addition to the
current geopolitical events themselves, by innovations
in federal legislation in terms of perpetuating the
memory of those who died in the performance of
combat and official duties in defense of the Father-
land, and those who died in the performance of mili-
tary duty on the territory of other states. However, this
geopolitical dimension is used in toponymic conflicts
by both supporters and opponents of the renaming of
Soviet urban names. The case of Vladimir, when sup-
porters of renaming The Paris Commune street, in
honor of local resident and Hero of Russia Roman
Kutuzov, who died in the SMO, emphasized the need
to glorify SMO participants, while opponents called
for a refrain from the practice of ideologically moti-
vated de-Sovietization of city symbols, which is
actively used as a symbol of confrontation with Russia
in Ukraine. Thus, emphasizing that the propaganda of
such a confrontation in Ukraine began precisely with
the demolition of Soviet monuments and the renam-
ing of Soviet streets, opponents pointed out: “Renam-
ing a street with a nearly century-old history would
defame Roman Kutuzov’s heroic deeds to the Father-
land…. We are confident that it is necessary to perpet-
uate the memory of the heroes who died defending the
residents of the Donetsk and Lugansk people’s repub-
lics, but this should be done wisely, without infringing
on historical memory, without causing division in
society, and without discrediting the idea itself.”5 This
motive was also voiced by the leader of the Communist
Party of the Russian Federation (CPRF) G. Zyuganov
in a letter to the Head of the city of Kirov6 regarding
the case described in Table 1. In a number of other
described cases, it is also used by representatives of
CPRF (in Table 1, this motive is designated as com-
plex geopolitical situation).

It is important that the described motive is not
aimed at denying the practice of nominating city signs
as SMO symbols, but at indicating the unacceptability
of replacing Soviet or other historical symbols with
new ones. In a number of cases, the principle of such
nominations is proposed to be either the transfer of the
nomination to another object (school, institution, bus
stop, unnamed elements of the territory, etc.), or its
reservation for new objects.

Another type of motivation using arguments
related to the SMO is represented by the case of con-

5 https://chesnok.media/2022/07/18/obshhestvenniki-predlozhili-
novye-mesta-dlja-ulicy-romana-kutuzova/ (accessed May 7,
2025).

6 https://kprf.ru/dep/gosduma/activities/230861.html (accessed
May 8, 2025).
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f lict over the proposal to rename the central Lenin
Street to K. Doguzov Street in Vladikavkaz. At a meet-
ing of the regional toponymic commission, a letter
from the chairman of the North Ossetian regional cul-
tural and patriotic public organization “Nyfs” was
considered, which states: “On February 21, 2022,
Russian President Vladimir Vladimirovich Putin, in
an address to citizens, noted the significant negative
role played by Vladimir Lenin in creating the current
crisis in Ukraine. According to the head of state,
Lenin and his associates did this in a very crude man-
ner towards Russia itself, by separating from it part of
its own historical territories. Regarding the statement
of the Supreme Commander-in-Chief, we believe that
the continued naming of one of the main streets of the
republic after Lenin discredits the mission of the
armed forces in Ukraine, and we ask that a gift be
made to the entire people and that Lenin Street be
renamed in honor of Kaurbek Tembolatovich Dogu-
zov, Hero of the Soviet Union and participant in the
Battle of Stalingrad, who lived there.”7 The question
was put to a referendum, but a decision on renaming
was not made. The above quote, as well as the subse-
quent public discussion, contained arguments for and
against, not only related to the SMO, but the central
discussion that unfolded around this thesis.

Pragmatic motives include everyday inconve-
niences: from potential document replacement to
confusion about orientation. It is interesting that prag-
matic expectations of increased tourist attractiveness
in connection with the return of historical names were
used in some cases by supporters (Tarusa), and in oth-
ers by opponents (Petrozavodsk) of de-Sovietization.
The latter expressed concerns about the inconve-
nience that the expected increase in tourist attractive-
ness of the previously quiet area due to the renaming
could cause. The motive, designated as financial costs,
implies not only the unacceptability of direct costs for
changing names, but, more often, the ineffectiveness
of such costs—critics of renamings everywhere note
their lack of priority compared to the economic prob-
lems of cities. Overall, this indicates a decline in the
significance of the once important ideological con-
frontation compared to pragmatic motives.

It can be concluded that, compared to previous
decades, the priority of traditional grounds for the
manifestation of conflicting positions on this issue has
changed, and a number of new grounds have also
emerged. They are ranked in Table 3 by frequency of
occurrence based on the materials in Table 1 and the
mentioned typology of discourse (Terentev, 2015a).

Clearly, the main motivations for the position for
the renaming of Soviet urban names in recent years
still stemmed from the political type of discourse: the

7 https://opalania.ru/2022/05/19/%d1%82%d0%be%d0%bf%-
d0%be%d0%bd%d0%b8%d0%bc%d0%b8%d1%87%d0%b5%
d1%81%d0%ba%d0%b8%d0%b5-%d1%80%d0%b5%d1%88-
%d0%b5%d0%bd%d0%b8%d1%8f/ (accessed May 11, 2025).
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historical–cultural one was used 1.5 times less fre-
quently, and the pragmatic one—an order of magni-
tude less frequently. While the reasons from the prag-
matic type of discourses began to take the lead in the
against position, the political one lagged behind in fre-
quency of use by 1.8 times, and the historical–cultural
one by almost six times.

The composition of actors who traditionally repre-
sented the opposing sides in conflicts over issues of
toponymic de-Sovietization also began to blur.
Whereas earlier, veterans' organizations were almost
the only ones to advocate the preservation of Soviet
toponyms, after the start of the SMO, cases began to
be recorded of them not only supporting, but also ini-
tiating such renamings. The case of Vladimir men-
tioned above confirms this.

Let us try to define what explained the differences
in the results of toponymic conflicts between cities.

Since the CPRF and other communist organiza-
tions have traditionally been among those who
opposed de-Sovietization in almost all of the cases
examined, it would be logical to assume that in cities
with increased support for communists, the process of
de-Sovietization is most difficult. Research materials
from previous periods also support this (Aksenov,
2020). To test this hypothesis, we compared the geog-
raphy of conflict outcomes with the level of support
for the CPRF in the last 2021 State Duma elections
based on party lists. Of the 18 centers of federal sub-
jects included in our sample, in the 5 cities where the
decision during the conflict was made in favor of de-
Sovietization, support for the CPRF ranged from 18%
in St. Petersburg to 37% in Ulyanovsk.8 In the seven
cities where de-Sovietization did not take place as a
result of the discussions, it ranged from 10% in Vla-
dikavkaz to 29% in Irkutsk. In three cases where a
decision was either not made or both points of view
prevailed simultaneously, support for the CPRF
ranged from 17% in Kirov to 25% in Saratov. Such a
range of variations hardly makes it possible to speak of
a unidirectional controlling influence of this factor on
the outcome of conflicts over toponymic de-Soviet-
ization. It is enough to cite the case of Ulyanovsk, the
birthplace of V.I. Ulyanov (Lenin), where in 2018 the
main administrative square, Lenin Square, was
renamed Sobornaya, and the toponym itself was
moved and “memorialized”: the square next to the
memorial in the place where the Ulyanov family lived
was renamed Lenin Square. Previously it was called
Square of the 100th anniversary of Lenin’s Birth. The
main urban toponym moved from the center of power
to a memorial location, which had previously been
secondary with respect to this toponymic symbol. This
means that in a city with increased support for the

8 https://ru.wikipedia.org/wiki/Выборы_в_Государственную_
думу_(2021):_результаты_по_партийным_спискам#
Результаты_по_крупным_городам (accessed April 30, 2025).
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CPRF, the memorial value of the Soviet symbol out-
weighed its general political significance.

The second factor, described earlier and influenc-
ing differences in the approach to toponymic de-Sovi-
etization in cities in previous periods, was the current
ideological position of the authorities (Aksenov,
2020). Even from the materials presented in the
Table 1, it is clear that the position on de-Sovietization
varied not only between cities, but also between differ-
ent branches, levels, and divisions of government in
the same city. Since it is not possible to define the bal-
ance of power within the administrations of each city
in this study, it is possible to compare the outcomes of
conflicts (reinforced by decisions of local authorities)
with local electoral support for the ruling party at the
federal level. In cities where Soviet toponyms were
renamed after the conflict, support for United Russia
varied between 30 and 39%; where they were not
renamed, between 26 and 35% (excluding the ethni-
cally specific extremes of Vladikavkaz at 71% and
Kazan at 73%); in wavering cities, from 25 to 52%.

This lack of clear differences in the electoral typol-
ogy of cities in which opposing sides in toponymic
conflicts won can be interpreted as further evidence of
the erosion of the once dominant ideological motiva-
tion of the parties to such conflicts.

The studied cases, however, allow us to identify a
number of intracity spatial patterns in the development
of toponymic conflicts, among them:

— Center–periphery: the more central and/or sig-
nificant the location for the city, the higher the ampli-
tude of the conflict. In at least 15 out of 22 cases, con-
flicts occurred in central and significant locations. It
was precisely these types of conflicts that acquired the
greatest severity in terms of the forms of expression
and the involvement of the parties. This is due to both
the image significance of such locations and the pres-
ence in them of the maximum variety of possible moti-
vations of the parties;

— Spatial competition: if there are the same names
in other places in the city, the intensity of the conflict
is lower. Conflicts in Vladikavkaz and Novosibirsk had
a de-escalating effect due to the fact that other city
facilities (schools, parks) had the same nomination as
the proposed new one. The aforementioned case of
Ulyanovsk demonstrates the low intensity of the con-
flict due to the presence of duplicate nominations of
central locations named after Lenin.

— If the nomination is transferred to another loca-
tion, the intensity of the conflict becomes lower, even
decreasing to zero. In many cases, the parties pro-
posed postponing the nomination as a way to resolve
the conflict. In the examples listed in the previous
paragraph, this technique was used effectively, the
conflict was reduced in intensity or was completely
resolved. Even the unrealized transfer of the nomina-
tion (the authorities’ promise to reserve it for future
NAL RESEARCH OF RUSSIA  Vol. 16  No. 1  2026
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new nominations) resolved the conflict (the Bau-
man–Syuyumbike case in Kazan).

— Symbol localization as opposed to universality as
a trendy motive (plus ideology). As indicated above,
the desire to replace the universal with a local symbol
was second only to ideology in terms of frequency of
occurrence of motives for de-Sovietization, occurring
in 13 cases.

— Spatial diversification of motives. As shown, the
demands to replace the same Soviet toponym in differ-
ent places are explained by different motives. Thus, in
each of the toponymic conflicts in Table 1 involving
the name of Lenin, the motivations of the supporters
of the renaming differed.

— The benefits which brings in memoriality9 of a
new name do not always outweigh the everyday incon-
veniences for residents. It would seem that such a
strong desire to form a local identity through top-
onymic redistribution should make maximum use of
the memorial factor—places directly associated with
the symbol. However, in some cases the significance
of the factor of everyday inconvenience outweighed
the aforementioned desire (Yaroslavl).

— Place function: comparison of the function of a
place with a toponymic variant is of great importance
for the outcome of the conflict. The expectation of
increased tourist attractiveness of the place due to the
return of historical names was a motive both in favor of
and against renaming (Tarusa and Petrozavodsk). The
incompatibility of the significance of the proposed
new symbol with its unworthy commercial function
became the main argument in Kazan (Bauman–
Syuyumbike).

The effect of the listed patterns forms local combi-
nations: when several of them are present at once,
their action overlaps each other. Then one can observe
their struggle and assess their relative strength. In
Saratov, when renaming the Kirov Street to Stolypin
Street (a local symbol), there was a fight among all of
the listed patterns and types of motivations at once. In
this case, their combination formally led to a choice in
favor of de-Sovietization, but the motivation for the
choice was by no means ideological alone, but much
more complex. An interesting case was recorded in
Slobodskoy: a proposal was discussed to rename a
street named after the local revolutionary Korto to
Nikolai Kvakin Street, after an honorary citizen of the
city and former director of one of the city’s key Soviet
enterprises. This was rejected. Since both controver-
sial symbols were Soviet and memorial, it was not the
ideological, but rather the everyday motive that came
to the fore—the inconvenience of renaming. A com-
pletely opposite case was recorded in Perm: everyday
inconveniences were also the main motive for protest-
ing against the renaming of one Soviet memorial top-
onym to another (Rozalia Zemlyachka to the Soviet

9 Spatial confinement of the symbol.
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designer Kalachnikov). However, in this case, ideo-
logical considerations prevailed and the renaming
took place. Clearly, local combinations of the same
patterns led to different results.

It is precisely due to diversification of motivations
and increasing complexity of their combinations that
the relationship between the geography of the renam-
ing of Soviet urban names and the electoral spatial dis-
tributions and political orientations of urban elites has
become less clear.

In general, it can be concluded that the described
spatial patterns largely coincide with those previously
identified by the author for conflicts involving the use
of monuments (Aksenov, 2024), which indicates their
universal significance for urban symbolic policy.

CONCLUSIONS
The author has documented a number of specific

features and shifts in the composition of actors, their
motivations, and the spatial characteristics of conflicts
over the renaming of Soviet urban names that have
taken place in Russian cities over the past 5–7 years.
The traditional composition of actors in such conflicts
(communist and veteran organizations for preserva-
tion, and national-patriotic, Orthodox, and monar-
chist for renaming) began to blur. Thus, veterans'
organizations, which had previously been practically
the only ones to advocate the preservation of Soviet
toponyms, after the start of SMO, began in a number
of cases not only to support, but also to initiate such
renamings. After 2022, the topic of the SMO began to
blur the traditional ideological confrontation between
the heirs of the red and white ideologies. It was shown
that argumentation related to the SMO was actively
used by both sides of the confrontation in toponymic
conflicts.

In general, the importance of ideology began to
diminish in the motivation of those who initiated the
change of Soviet urban names. It began to face signif-
icant competition from historical and cultural motiva-
tions (the desire to localize urban symbols, to make
urban identity unique as opposed to universalization),
as well as marketing and other pragmatic factors. To a
much greater extent, pragmatic motives began to man-
ifest themselves in the arguments of opponents of the
renaming, where they pushed ideology into the back-
ground.

The identified spatial patterns describe the depen-
dence of the intensity of conflicts on the factors: cen-
ter-periphery, spatial competition, transfer of loca-
tion, spatial diversification of motives, locality of sym-
bols, memoriality and function of place. It is shown
that it is the effect of the overlapping listed patterns
that complicates both the structure of motivations of
the parties to the conflicts over the de-Sovietization of
urban toponymy in Russia and the geographical dif-
ferences in their outcomes. The latter became less
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dependent on regional combinations of the ideological
orientations of the population and the political orien-
tations of the ruling elite. This was facilitated by the
increased importance of non-political motivations
and the diversification of local combinations of the
described spatial patterns.

At the very beginning, we defined toponymic de-
Sovietization as one of the processes that destroys the
common Soviet identity in favor of the transition of
Russian society from the unification of identity to its
diversity. The study shows that the diversification of
identity through toponymic de-Sovietization pro-
ceeded in at least three directions and was divided into
stages. During the first stage, which lasted for at least
a decade and a half, Russian society was divided along
ideological lines—the degree of approval of the Soviet
historical experience. Subsequently, other reasons
(historical and cultural, including ethno-religious,
and pragmatic) were added to the ideological motiva-
tion of the de-Sovietization processes, which in recent
years have begun to play an increasingly significant
role in the formation of competing identities. Finally,
at both stages, the geographical features of the impact
of the described processes began to form not vertical,
but horizontal combinations and differences, contrib-
uting to the formation of specific local identities.

It seems that, in connection with such complica-
tion, researchers of the spatial features of de-Soviet-
ization processes should move from studying the geog-
raphy of ideologies to the geography of local combina-
tions of motivations and spatial patterns of toponymic
transformations.
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