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ABSTRACT. The relevance of this study stems from the socio-spatial transformations occurring in modern Russian cities-
changes particularly evident in the cities of the Russian Far East. Shifts in the urban environment that began in the post-
Soviet period have led not only to the restructuring of urban space but also to transformations in how different social
groups interact and how local communities form. This study aims to identify the specific characteristics of social
community formation in Russian Far East cities, using Khabarovsk as a case study. The research employs an
interdisciplinary approach, drawing on urban sociology, social anthropology, urban studies, and spatial analysis. This
approach allows the city to be viewed not merely as a collection of territorial and administrative entities, but as a space
defined by everyday practices, social interactions, informal ties, and varying modes of control. The study examines a
distinct social phenomenon termed the “invisible city.” This refers primarily to the former “private sector” areas of Soviet
cities that have survived post-Soviet transformation. Unlike the “visible city” - which operates under strict control -these
areas experience a much lower density of oversight. It is precisely this condition that enables the formation of stable
communities within this space that remains “invisible” to the authorities. The article proposes a classification of these
communities and identifies the ways in which they interact with the “visible city.” The findings can assist local
government bodies and professionals in urban planning and policy as they develop spatial development strategies, urban
improvement and renewal programs, and decisions regarding the transformation of neighborhoods characterized by
historically established individual housing. Taking into account the specific nature of these existing local communities
can help mitigate social risks associated with urban transformation and foster more effective interaction between
administrative bodies and local residents.
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TbIHbIK MYXUTbI YNTTbIK YHUBepcUTETI, XabapoBcK K., Peceit

PecengiH, LLbiFbiCbIHAAFbI KaN1aNbIK KEHICTIKTI rMneppeTTey maceneci:
XabapoBcK Kanacbl MbiCanblHAa

AHJATIIA. byn 3eptTeyaiH, e3ekTiniri Kasipri Peceit KananapolHaa, acipece PeceligiH, Kublp LUbiFbic KananapbiHAa
6aKanaTblH 2/1€YMETTIK-KEHICTIKTIK e3repicTepaeH TyblHAanAbl. KeHecTik aayipaeH KeniHri KeseHpe 6acTtanfaH
KanasblK opTagafbl ©3repictep KananapablH KEHICTIKTIK KYPblIbIMbIHbIH, ©3repyiHe faHa emec, COHbIMEH KaTtap apTypi
9/eyMeTTiIK TOMTap apacblHAAFbl ©3apa JpeKeTTecy TaCiNAepiHiH KahWTa KypbUlyblHA KHE  XKeprifikTi
KaybIMZACTbIKTapAblH, KanbiNTacyblHa aKenai. byn 3epTreyaiH makcaTbl — XabapoBCKTi Mbican peTiHAe navAanaHa
oTbipbin, PecengiH Kubip LWbIfbic KananapblHAafFbl 91eyMETTIK KaybIMAACTbIKTapAblH, KanbINTacy epeKweniktepiH
aHbIKTay. 3epTTeyAiH, 94iCHaMaNbIK Herisi KanasiblK aN1eyMeTTaHyabl, 9/1eYMETTIK aHTPOMONOIUAHbI, KanaTaHyAbl KaHe
KEH,iCTIKTIK Tangayabl KAMTUTbIH KanablK KEHICTIKTI 3epTTeyre naHapasblK Tacin 6onbin Tabblnagbl. byn Tacin KanaHbl
TEK QAYMaKTbIK JHEe OKIMWIMiK KypblIbIMAAP WUbIHTbIFbl pPeTiHAe faHa emecC, COHbIMEeH KaTap KyHAenikTi
ToXipubenepaiH, aneymeTTiK ©3apa apeKkeTTecyLiH, benpecmmn bannaHbICTapAblH, *KaHe apTyp i 6ackapy pexnumaepiHiy,
KeHicCTiri peTiHAe KapacTblpyFa MyMKiHAIK 6epeai. Byn 3epTTey «kepiHOeNTiH Kana» Aen atanaTblH HAKTbl d1EYMETTIK
KyObInbICTbl 3epTTeiai. byn KybbiibiC, eH anabiMeH, KEHECTIK AaYipAeH KeWiHri TpaHchopmaumagaH eTKEH KEHEeCTiK
KananapablH, OYpbIHFbl «XKEKE CEKTOPbIHA» KATbICTbl. Kasipri yakplTTa KaTaH, 6aKblnayaa 60naTblH «KEPiHETIH KanagaH»
aMblpMaLLbI/IbIFbI, MYHAAFbl BaKbINAY ThIFbI3AbIFbI 9N4eKaNaa TemeH. MiHe, COHABIKTaH Aa BUAIK YWiH KKePiHOENUTIH»
KanaZa TypPaKTbl KAybIMAACTbIKTAP KanbinTacyaa. byn makanaaa ocbl KaybiMAACTbIKTapAbIH, KiKTENYi YCbIHbINAAbI KaHe
0N1apablH, KKBPIHETIH KalaMeH» KapbiM-KaTblHAC HbiCaHAaPbl aHbIKTanaAbl. A/IbIHFAH HITUXKeNepAi KeprinikTi 6ackapy
opraHAapbl MeH Kana KypbIabICbl }XaHe cafAcaT MaMaHAapbl KEHICTIKTIK AaMmy CTpaTerManapbiH, KerangaHapipy oHe
»aHapTy 6afaapnamanapblH a3ipieyae, COHAAM-aK TapuUXM KanbINTaCKaH KeKe TYPFbIH Y Kypblibicbl 6ap aymakTapabl
TpaHchopmaLumanayFa KaTbiCTbl  lWewimaep Kabbingayaa nalganaHa anagbl.  KongaHbiCTafbl  KeprifikTi
KaybIMAACTbIKTapAblH, epeKLlenikTepiH eckepy Kananblk opTaHbiH, T LWbiFbic Pecert KananapbiHAafbl rMnepperynauma
maceneci: XabapoBCK MbicasibiHAAPaHCHOPMALMACBIMEH 6aliNaHbICTbl dNEYMETTIK TayeKenaepsi asalTyfa KoHe
MEMNEKETTIK OpraHAap MeH JKeprifikTi TypfbiHAAP apacbiHAafbl TUIMAIPEK ©3apa apekeTTecyadi inrepinertyre
KeMeKTecei.

TYWIH CO3[AEP: Tbifbi3AblK, 9neyMeTTiK 6OCTbIK, KepiHbeywWinik, 6aKbiiay LWbIFbIHAAPbLI, KananblK KeHiCTiK,
KaybIMAACTbIK, BipAik.
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TUXOOKeaHCKMI rocyaapcTBEHHbIN yHUBepcuTeT, . Xabaposck, Poccua

Mpob6naema runepperynauum B ropogax Boctoka Poccuun: Ha npumepe
XabapoBcKa

AHHOTALUA. AKTyanbHOCTb MCCNef0BaHUA 06ycnoBAeHa MPOUCXOLALMMU B COBPEMEHHbIX POCCUMCKUX Fropogax
COLMAIbHO-NPOCTPAHCTBEHHBIMW TPaHCHOPMaLMAMMK, KOTOpble OCOBEHHO 3aMeTHbl B ropogax [asbHero BocToka
Poccuun. UsmeHeHUs ropofcKom cpesbl, HA4aBLLMECA B MOCTCOBETCKUI NEPUOL, MPUBEIM HE TOIbKO K Npeobpa3oBaHuUto
NPOCTPAHCTBEHHOM CTPYKTYpbl FOPOA0B, HO M K TpaHCchOpMaLMKM cnocob0B B3aMMOLENCTBUA MeEXAY PA3IUYHbIMM
coumanbHbIMKU rpynnamm U GOpMUPOBAHUA NIOKaNbHbIX coobuiects. Llenbio HacToAWero uccaefoBaHuA ABAAETCA
BblAB/IeHME 0cobeHHocTel GOpPMMPOBAHMA COLMAIbHbIX 0bLHOCTEN B ropoaax [anbHero Boctoka Poccumn Ha npumepe
ropoga Xabaposcka. MeToaon0rM4Yeckoi OCHOBOW MCCNEAO0BaHUA CTas MEXAUCUMNAMHAPHBIA NOAXOA K U3YYeHUIo
rTOPOACKOr0 MPOCTPAHCTBA A7 U3YYEHUA COLMOMIOTMM FOpPOJa, COLMANIbHOW aHTPOMOAOrUKM, YPOaHUCTUKN W
NPOCTPAHCTBEHHOTO aHanu3a. Takoh noaxod MNO3BOAM PACCMATPMBATb [OPOA HEe TONbKO KaK COBOKYMHOCTb
TEPPUTOPUAJIBHBIX U aAMUHUCTPATUBHbIX O6BEKTOB, HO M KaK MPOCTPAHCTBO MOBCEAHEBHbIX MPAKTUK, COLMANbHbIX
B3aMMOAENCTBUIM, HeDOPMAsbHbIX CBA3EM U Pa3/IMYHbLIX PEXMMOB KOHTponsA. Mccneayetca ocobbiii coumanbHbIn
deHomeH, 0603HaUeHHbIM B paboTe TEPMUHOM «HEBUAMMBIV ropogy. ITo, NPeXAe BCero, ObIBLUMI «4aCTHbIW CEKTOP»
COBETCKMX T[OPOAOB, MNEPENKMBLUMI MOCTCOBETCKYIO TpaHChopmauuio. B oTiMuMe OT «BMAMMOrO ropogay,
CYLLECTBYIOLLEFO CErOAHA B PEKMME KECTKOIrO KOHTPOAS, 34ECh NIOTHOCTb KOHTPO/A FOPasAo HUXKe. UMeHHo baarogaps
3TOMYy B «HEBUAMMOMY» [ANA BAacTM ropoge dopmupytoTca ycTolumBble coobliectBa. B cTatbe npepsaraetca
KnaccuduKauma sTux coobluects, BblABAAOTCA GOPMbl MX B3aMMOCBA3M C «BUAUMbIM ropogomy». [onyyeHHble
pe3ynbratbl MOryT OblTb MCMONb30BAaHbl OPraHaMM MECTHOTO CaMOYMpPaB/AeHUA W crneuuanuctamu B coepe
rPafoCTPOUTENBCTBA M FOPOACKON MOSIMTUKM NPU pa3paboTke CTpaTernin NpoCcTPaHCTBEHHOIO Pa3BUTUA, MPOrpamm
61aroycTpoicTBa M peHoBaLMK TePPUTOPUIM, a TaKkKe NP MPUHATUM pelleHuM, 3aTparMBalrolmx npeobpasosaHue
PaliOHOB C UCTOPUYECKU CNOXKMUBLUENCA UHAMBUAYANbHOW KWUIOW 3aCTPOMKON. YUeT 0cObeHHOCTEN CyLLeCTBYHOLWMX
JIOKaNbHbIX COOBOLLECTB MOMKET CMoCcOHCTBOBATb CHUMMKEHWIO COLMANbHbIX PUCKOB, CBA3AHHbLIX C TpaHcdopmaLmen
ropoackom cpeabl, n 6onee spPeKTMBHOMY B3aMMOAENCTBUIO MEXKAY OpPraHaMu yNpaBAeHUA U MECTHBIMU KUTENAMU.

KNMHOYEBbBIE C/IOBA: nNOTHOCTb, cOUManbHaa NycToTa, HEBUAMMOCTb, U3LEPHKKU KOHTPOA, FOPOACKOe NPOCTPaHCTBO,
coobLwecTBO, COBMECTHOCTD.

KOH®J/IMKT UHTEPECOB: ABTOpbI 3aABAAIOT 06 OTCYTCTBUU KOHPINKTA MHTEPECOB.

®UHAHCUPOBAHUE U BNIATOAAPHOCTWU: [laHHaA cTaTbsi NOArOTOB/AEHA B pamKax npoekTta Ne FEME-2022-0004 npu
noaaepke MMHUCTEPCTBA HayKu 1 Bbiclwero obpasoBaHua Poccuiickoin Pepepaumm.

VBEJJOMJIEHUE OB UCMNOJIb30BAHUM TEXHOTOTMNIA NCKYCCTBEHHOTO UHTE/NJIEKTA: ABTop(bl) 33aABAAIOT, 4TO NpH
NOAroTOBKE [AAHHOW pyKonucu 6blaM MCNONb30BaHbl TEXHONOTMW TFEHEPATUBHOIO MWCKYCCTBEHHOTNO WHTE/eKTa
(HTTPS://CHATGPT.COM) c uenbio 06paboTKM M Moucka AutepaTtypbl. OTBETCTBEHHOCTb 3@ TOYHOCTb, MOAHOTY W
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INTRODUCTION

The relevance of this study stems from the socio-spatial transformations taking place in
contemporary Russian cities, which are particularly pronounced in the cities of the Russian Far East.
Changes in the urban environment that began during the post-Soviet period have affected not only
the spatial structure of cities but also the ways in which different social groups interact, and local
communities emerge and develop.

In this context, particular attention should be paid to former low-rise private housing areas that
have remained embedded within the contemporary urban fabric. Unlike urban spaces characterized
by a high degree of institutional and administrative control, these areas tend to retain greater
autonomy and rely on less formalized mechanisms for regulating everyday life (Blyakher &
Kovalevsky, 2021). This creates conditions conducive to the development of enduring horizontal ties,
localized social practices, and communities that remain largely overlooked in official representations
of urban structure.

The study of the phenomenon referred to here as the “invisible city” makes it possible to
broaden our understanding of processes of social self-organization in contemporary urban settings
and to identify the mechanisms through which local communities emerge amid transformations of the
urban environment. The case of Khabarovsk is particularly instructive in this regard, as it allows for
an examination of how historically established private housing areas adapt to contemporary
conditions, what types of social communities develop within them, and how these communities
interact with the institutionalized space of the “visible city.”

Therefore, lies in the need for a more comprehensive examination of the relationship between
urban spatial organization and the formation of social communities, as well as in the limited scholarly
attention devoted to informal forms of social organization within the post-Soviet urban space of the
Russian Far East.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Over the last several decades, urban development in Russia has increasingly become a
multidimensional field of professional and public intervention. Contemporary urban transformation
involves not only architects and planners, but also sociologists, geographers, economists, public
administrators, researchers from different academic traditions, and residents themselves. The growing
diversity of actors involved in shaping the urban environment might reasonably be expected to have
generated a more differentiated understanding of the Russian city as a specific social and spatial
phenomenon. Indeed, since the beginning of the 2000s, Russian scholarship has produced
methodological proposals for studying urban development (Vagin et al., 2000), a growing body of
empirical research focused on cities and urban processes (Glazychev, 2005), and subsequent critical
reflections on the conceptual foundations of urban studies (Trubina, 2011).

Nevertheless, a considerable part of this literature continues to rely on an implicit assumption
that urban space can be interpreted through a relatively universal set of categories and normative
standards. Such an approach tends to obscure the internal differentiation of the city and
underestimates the fact that urban space is produced through interactions, negotiations, conflicts, and
unequal access to resources. From this perspective, the city can also be understood as the outcome of
an ongoing “struggle for the city” (Harvey, 2003), in which different groups seek to define legitimate
forms of spatial organization and appropriate ways of using urban territory. The problem with
universalizing models is therefore not simply that they may fail to describe urban environments
accurately. More fundamentally, they can render certain forms of urban life analytically invisible
because these forms do not correspond to the spatial, institutional, and visual characteristics
associated with the normative model of the city.

This issue becomes particularly evident when externally developed urban policies and planning
interventions are applied to existing territories. Reform-oriented actors often approach the city as a
formally structured object that can be reorganized through a relatively standardized set of instruments.
Yet the administrative and morphological boundaries of the officially recognized city do not
necessarily coincide with the boundaries of everyday social life. Significant parts of the urban
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territory may remain weakly represented in planning documents, statistical classifications, public
discourse, or urban policy. These spaces should not necessarily be interpreted as peripheral anomalies.
Rather, they may constitute persistent and socially meaningful forms of urban organization that
operate according to principles different from those embedded in conventional planning frameworks.

Research addressing such territories in Russia has generally remained fragmented and case-
specific. Existing studies have examined, among other phenomena, private housing areas
(Grigorichev, 2019), population groups that remain poorly represented in official statistics
(Mkrtchyan, 2012), and informal or unconventional everyday practices (Seleev & Pavlov, 2016).
Although these studies reveal important dimensions of urban diversity, they are frequently
approached as investigations of marginality or exceptionality. As a result, the phenomena under
consideration are often treated as deviations from an assumed urban norm rather than as integral
components of the city’s social and spatial structure.

The distinction between the normative and the existing city can be conceptualized as a division
between two analytical layers. The first corresponds to the image of the “universal city,” constructed
through established planning principles, institutional standards, and recognizable indicators of
urbanity (Vagin et al., 2000; Glazychev, 2005). The second consists of those territories and forms of
social organization that cannot be readily incorporated into this model. The normative city is
consequently not identical to the empirical city. It represents an idealized configuration against which
existing urban environments are evaluated and classified (Glazychev, 2011). Once such a model
becomes the implicit benchmark, the analytical task tends to shift from understanding urban diversity
toward identifying deviations from the prescribed standard and determining how these deviations can
be corrected.

This perspective has significant implications for contemporary urban improvement policies.
The territories selected for intervention are far from homogeneous. Some may originally have been
intended to develop according to conventional urban models but followed a different trajectory.
Others were organized from the outset according to alternative principles of settlement and land use.
Examples include Soviet-era private housing districts, contemporary cottage settlements, suburban
residential areas, and other forms of low-rise or individually organized development. Their spatial
characteristics cannot be fully understood through the absence of conventional urban markers alone.
They are also shaped by the communities that inhabit them and by accumulated practices of
adaptation, maintenance, interaction, and collective use.

Residents of such territories are not merely passive recipients of planning decisions. Through
everyday activities, informal agreements, mutual assistance, and collective responses to local
problems, they participate in the continuous production of their surroundings (Kovalevsky & Ivanova,
2021). Over time, these practices may generate relatively stable social relations, locally shared norms,
and specific understandings of what constitutes a safe, convenient, familiar, or desirable environment.
The resulting urban space is therefore not simply an unfinished version of a standardized city. It may
represent a different mode of urban organization; one whose internal logic becomes difficult to
recognize when assessed exclusively through conventional planning criteria.

This distinction is particularly important in the context of urban improvement programs. When
intervention is guided by a standardized understanding of urban quality, existing communities may
be reduced to the status of beneficiaries or consumers of externally designed improvements. Their
collective interests established patterns of spatial use, and locally developed forms of organization
can consequently remain outside the analytical framework of the project. In this sense, the issue
concerns not only the physical transformation of territory but also the question of whose knowledge,
practices, and interpretations are recognized as legitimate components of urban development.

Classical and universalist approaches to urbanism tend to identify urbanity through a
recognizable set of physical and functional indicators: formal street networks, standardized public
spaces, visible landscaping, transport infrastructure, regulated buildings, and other material
characteristics associated with the modern city. Where these indicators are absent or insufficiently
expressed, an outside observer may interpret the corresponding territory as underdeveloped,
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incomplete, or spatially “empty” (Filippov, 2009). Such an interpretation, however, reflects the
limitations of the analytical framework rather than the actual absence of social or spatial content.

From the perspective of residents, these territories are neither socially nor morphologically
empty. They contain established routines, interpersonal networks, informal institutions, memories,
territorial attachments, and locally meaningful material environments. Their apparent “emptiness” is
therefore relational: it emerges when a particular territory is evaluated against a normative image of
urban space that privileges certain forms of visibility and organization. Recognizing this distinction
makes it possible to approach the city not as a homogeneous spatial object but as a heterogeneous
assemblage of overlapping social worlds, institutional arrangements, and locally specific practices.

Such a perspective provides a conceptual basis for examining the “invisible city” not as an
exceptional or marginal residue of urban development, but as a constitutive dimension of the
contemporary Russian city. Its relative invisibility may result less from the absence of social
organization than from the limited capacity of dominant planning and analytical frameworks to
register forms of urbanity that fall outside standardized models. The study of these spaces therefore
requires attention not only to their physical morphology but also to the communities, everyday
practices, informal networks, and institutional relationships through which they are continuously
produced and reproduced.

Two distinct parts of the city emerge-parts that differ not merely from one another but are built,
both architecturally and socially, according to different models. Yet, while the first (official) part
appears in photographs and reports and is the subject of study and planning, the second is represented
solely as a set of temporary urban planning shortcomings requiring correction, or as spaces for the
city’s future expansion (or “contraction”). Crucially, however, these “temporary” shortcomings are
constantly reproduced even in cities that lack a historical tradition and did not originate from the
merger or expansion of other types of settlements (Nelyubov, 2010). In this article, using a specific
city as a case study, we aim to trace the formation of the visible and invisible spaces within domestic
settlements and the interactions between the communities inhabiting them.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

The study is grounded in an interdisciplinary approach to the study of urban space that
integrates concepts from urban sociology, social anthropology, urban studies, and spatial analysis.
This approach makes it possible to view the city not merely as an aggregate of territorial and
administrative entities, but as a space defined by everyday practices, social interactions, informal
networks, and various modes of control (Werlen, 1995).

A key analytical concept in this study is the “invisible city,” defined as the set of urban areas,
social practices, and communities that are underrepresented in official models of urban spatial
organization and regulation. Specifically, the study focuses on areas of Khabarovsk formerly
characterized by low-rise private housing; during the post-Soviet transformation, these areas
developed distinctive forms of social organization and interaction with the broader urban
environment. The concept of the “invisible city” serves as a research category that enables the
identification of social processes often overlooked by official statistics, administrative classifications,
and formal governance institutions.

The methodology of the study is based on a combination of spatial, institutional, and practice-
oriented approaches. The spatial approach makes it possible to identify the territorial boundaries and
patterns of localization of the “invisible city,” establish its relationship with different functional zones
of Khabarovsk, and trace the transformation of the urban territory during the post-Soviet period. The
institutional approach is used to examine the extent and forms of presence of state and municipal
authorities, public utilities, and other formal institutions within the areas under study. The practice-
oriented approach focuses on residents’ everyday activities, practices of mutual assistance, local
communication, and informal mechanisms for regulating social relations. To empirically examine the
concept of the “invisible city,” the study employs a mixed-methods approach that combines
qualitative and quantitative research methods. This methodological combination makes it possible to
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examine the study areas simultaneously as spatial formations, institutionally organized environments,
and settings of everyday social practices.

The first stage involves an analysis of historical, statistical, and spatial data. The study draws
on state and municipal statistics, spatial planning documents, archival materials, cartographic sources,
and data on the development and transformation of areas of private housing. A comparison of
historical and contemporary maps makes it possible to reconstruct changes in former private-sector
areas, identify transformations in their functional status, and detect persistent spatial structures that
have remained relatively stable despite changes in the urban environment.

The second strand of the research focuses on the sociological and social-anthropological study
of residents’ everyday practices. The primary method employed is semi-structured interviewing with
residents of the study areas. The interviews address such issues as length of residence, the nature of
neighborhood relations, practices of mutual assistance, local identity, attitudes toward the place of
residence, interactions with public authorities and municipal services, and residents’ perceptions of
the territorial boundaries of their neighborhood and its position within the broader urban structure.

Particular attention is paid to the networked character of social relations. The analysis considers
horizontal relationships among neighbors, kinship and friendship ties, local initiatives, and forms of
collective action aimed at addressing everyday and infrastructure-related problems. This approach
makes it possible to move beyond an understanding of the territory solely as a physical space and to
conceptualize it as a space of social relations, thereby identifying the mechanisms through which
stable local communities are formed and maintained.

The third strand of the research involves an analysis of the visual and material dimensions of
space. Field surveys are conducted to document patterns of development, the condition of
infrastructure, the organization of streets and public spaces, elements of urban amenities, fences, retail
and service facilities, and other material markers of local identity. Visual materials are treated not
merely as illustrative evidence but as an independent source of empirical data (Song et al., 2024) that
can reveal patterns of spatial organization, appropriation, and use.

Observation of everyday practices constitutes another important component of the research. It
enables the documentation of forms of interaction among residents, patterns of street and local public-
space use, characteristics of neighborhood communication, and informal ways of organizing and
regulating the territory. Comparing observational data with interview findings makes it possible to
identify potential discrepancies between residents’ stated perceptions and their actually observed
practices.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The Imperial City. The tension between the visible component-constructed on universal
principles-and the invisible one is particularly acute in the major (historical) urban centers of the
former imperial periphery (Blyakher, 2015), such as those in the Caucasus, Central Asia, and the
Russian East. The reason lies in the fact that most of them were built as “imperial cities” (the term
was suggested by V.I. Dyatlov; for more details, see Blyakher & Blyakher, 2022) specific type of
entity essential for an expansive empire characterized by poorly developed internal communications.

In this context, the discussion concerns not so much the special status of cities within the Holy
Roman Empire as a relatively modern type of entity. The term “empire” is understood here not merely
as a specific historical entity, but as a type of polity-a method of organizing a heterogeneous territorial
formation linked by a “universal project.” We are adopting the definition of “empire” proposed by
Charles Tilly (Tilly, 1997). In his model, the imperial center serves as the source of meanings
(political, social, and economic) associated with the “universal project.” These meanings are
transmitted to various territories, shaping them into a unified whole-an empire. However, while Tilly
focuses primarily on political structuring, our interest lies in the territory itself-specifically, its
heterogeneity and the mechanisms used to transmit the impulse of power across vast and diverse
localities.

Unlike modern states, which presuppose spatial homogeneity within their borders (Mendelson-
Shwartz & Mualam, 2024), an empire readily accommodated the relative autonomy of local areas;
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control over these was delegated to local elites in exchange for complete loyalty to the imperial center.
Loyalty was defined by a willingness to accept and relay the impulse of authority. Imperial cities
served as the hubs for receiving, controlling, and transmitting this impulse across the territory-
particularly in the cities of Russia’s East, where direct control was hardly feasible.

As imperial cities, the urban centers of the eastern periphery were home to both local and
“transient” imperial elites. They came into existence with a specific purpose: to transmit the impulse
of authority. This impulse might take the form of an idea regarding the “proper” order-whether
celestial, aligned with the objective laws of history, or mirroring the path taken by all civilized
nations-or it might be a political, military, or even economic objective, such as the extraction of furs
or oil from the territory to meet the central government's needs. Crucially, this impulse-be it a task or
a goal-originated externally, from the center. It is precisely this impulse of authority that legitimizes
both the local elites and the imperial elites residing in the region. Their presence in the territory serves
the aforementioned function: to convey and implement the impulse of authority.

However, what was transmitted was not merely an impulse of authority but also a distinct
“imperial” way of life, propagated by the “imperial” (newly arrived) population. This lifestyle
differed from the one native to the region. The newcomers and their local assistants inhabited
buildings constructed according to different-specifically imperial-models; “their” urban space was
organized differently; the forms and rules of social interaction varied; and often, even the language
of communication was different. The presence and dissemination of this lifestyle throughout the local
community constituted yet another imperial function. This way of life was also sustained by local
residents who were, in one way or another, involved in carrying out the imperial mandate-such as
industrialists and merchants linked to state contracts, low-ranking local officials, and so forth.

Yet, almost immediately alongside the imperial city-with its orderly urban layout and structured
arrangement of buildings and facilities-there emerged another city, one that rarely appeared in official
reports. The reason for its emergence is clear: someone had to build the houses and lay out the streets
where the “imperial” people would live, as well as run the shops, taverns, and inns. It was assumed
that these were transient individuals who would either vanish from the city or be absorbed into its
population once the construction work was complete.

Yet, by virtue of its location, the city inevitably served not only as a receiver and relay for the
impulses of power but also as a distribution hub for significant resources (money, privileges, status,
etc.). This made the imperial city a focal point for the local territorial community. At the same time,
the objectives and interests of this community were not necessarily linked to the directives emanating
from the center. Clearly, the “local” aspect of the imperial city-its population, settlement patterns, and
architectural features-differed significantly from the aspects generated by the impulses of power;
furthermore, the resources provided by the imperial city were often invested in a distinctly non-
imperial way of life. It is precisely this sphere-and the spaces it creates-that typically remains invisible
from the center, goes unrecorded, or is perceived merely as a “transitional form” destined either to be
transformed into a proper imperial model or to be eliminated.

In this article, we aim to illustrate this phenomenon using the example of Khabarovsk, a city
that has served for over a century as the center of a macro-region (spanning the Priamur Governor-
Generalship, the Far Eastern Krai, Khabarovsk Krai, and the Far Eastern Federal District). The
analysis of the “historical period” draws on memoirs, official statistical data regarding the city's
demographics and the social status of its residents across various eras (sourced from the Khabarovsk
Krai archives), and secondary data from published sources. Empirical material for analyzing the
contemporary situation includes city master plans, urban spatial mapping, participant observation
conducted by the authors in 2019-2020, and two series of unstructured interviews with residents of
low-rise private housing areas and Khabarovsk city administration officials. A total of 24 unstructured
interviews, including 17 interviews with residents from various parts of the city, 5 interviews with
state and municipal officials, and 2 interviews with police officers.

The city and the impulse of authority in the late 19th and early 20th centuries: Khabarovsk
emerged and-for the greater part of its history-developed as a military-administrative center. Its
formation, like that of many major cities in the Russian East, was driven less by natural agglomeration
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processes than by the administrative objectives set by the central government for this remote territory
and the resources it allocated. At the same time, active settlement of the surrounding region was taking
place-a region for which the city served as a conduit for the impulse of authority and the “imperial”
way of life.

In this territory, a developed peasant market economy took shape-driven by factors beyond the
scope of this article-giving rise to a local merchant class independent of the state treasury (Blyakher
& Blyakher, 2018). For these merchants, Khabarovsk was not so much an “imperial city” as the hub
of an economic region-a center for trade operations, logistics, and the like. This group of residents
embodied a different lifestyle and inhabited different types of buildings (Borisova & Sternin, 1990).
Yet, both groups shaped the city's character. This duality has been a feature of the urban community
from the very inception of the settlement to the present day.

The emergence of Khabarovka should be understood within the broader process of Russian
territorial expansion and state consolidation along the Amur frontier in the second half of the
nineteenth century. In May—June 1858, a detachment of the 13th Siberian Line Battalion, acting under
the authority of Nikolai N. Muravyov-Amursky, Governor-General of Eastern Siberia, established a
fortified military settlement on the elevated bank of the Amur River, close to its junction with the
Ussuri. The choice of location was strategically significant: the settlement provided an effective
position from which the state could monitor and control extensive sections of the Amur and Ussuri
territories. At this initial stage, therefore, Khabarovka was conceived primarily as an instrument of
territorial control rather than as an urban settlement in the conventional sense.

The establishment of the military post was closely connected with the broader objective of
consolidating Russian sovereignty over the frontier. Military security was regarded as a necessary
precondition for permanent settlement, economic development, and administrative incorporation of
the newly controlled territory. In this respect, the emergence of Khabarovka reflected a characteristic
pattern of frontier urbanization in which military infrastructure preceded the development of civilian
institutions. The settlement functioned simultaneously as a defensive position, an administrative
foothold, and a base for further territorial expansion. Its early spatial organization and institutional
structure were consequently determined to a considerable extent by the requirements of the military
establishment.

During the first decades of its existence, military personnel remained the predominant social
group among the inhabitants of Khabarovka (Chernysheva et al., 1983). By the end of the 1870s, the
settlement had a population of slightly less than 3,000, with servicemen accounting for approximately
half of the total. The built environment reflected this demographic and institutional composition. Most
of the earliest permanent structures were associated with military administration and the
accommodation of troops and their families (Kabuzan, 1985). Contemporary descriptions emphasize
the distinctive appearance of the settlement, where barracks, headquarters, and residential buildings
connected with the military establishment constituted the principal architectural elements. S.V.
Maksimov, for example, drew attention to the specific visual character produced by the concentration
of battalion facilities, large barracks, and smaller family houses (Maksimov, 1864).

A major institutional transformation occurred in 1880, when Khabarovka was granted city
status and designated the administrative center of Primorskaya Oblast. This change strengthened its
role within the regional system of imperial governance and stimulated further demographic growth.
During the following decade, the population increased to approximately 7,000 inhabitants. Military
personnel continued to constitute an important component of the urban population, but they were
increasingly joined by civil servants and administrative officials. Together, these groups formed the
core of what may be described as the official or “imperial” segment of the emerging city. Many
officials were newcomers to the region and frequently regarded their residence in the Far East as a
stage in their professional careers, associated with advancement in rank, access to new positions, or
the prospect of obtaining a state pension after a prescribed period of service (Popovicheva, 2003).

At the same time, the demographic and social composition of Khabarovka was never limited to
representatives of the imperial administration. Civilian residents began to appear alongside the
military establishment even before the settlement formally acquired urban status. Initially, this
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population included lower-ranking soldiers who, after disciplinary sanctions, remained in the
settlement and performed various forms of service for the military community. Gradually, however,
a substantially broader civilian milieu emerged. Merchants, shop assistants, fishermen, petty traders,
artisans, construction workers, and migrant laborers became increasingly visible within the
settlement's social and economic structure. Their activities introduced forms of economic exchange
and everyday interaction that could not be reduced to the requirements of the military administration.

The coexistence of these different population groups was reflected directly in the spatial
development of Khabarovka. The first attempts to regulate the urban territory were associated with
the master plan prepared in 1864 by M.M. Lyubensky. Planned streets and formally organized
building plots became the principal spatial framework for the development of the official settlement.
At the same time, however, urban growth extended beyond the boundaries of the regulated plan.
Informal or only partially regulated residential areas emerged alongside the planned streets, providing
space for groups whose economic activities and social organization were less closely connected with
state institutions.

This produced an increasingly differentiated urban landscape. The areas associated with the
military and administrative establishment tended to follow a more regular spatial pattern and were
increasingly marked by durable, including stone, construction. By contrast, the peripheral and
informally developed areas were characterized by predominantly wooden buildings, irregular
pathways, and a less standardized organization of residential space (Przhevalsky, 1870). These
differences were not merely architectural. They reflected the coexistence of distinct social groups,
institutional affiliations, and modes of occupying and using urban space.

Consequently, the early development of Khabarovka can be interpreted as the formation of two
interconnected but structurally different urban environments. One was organized around military
power, administrative authority, and the institutions of the imperial state; the other emerged from
everyday economic activity, informal settlement, and local social networks. Although both were
physically situated within the same settlement, they were differentiated by their institutional
connections, demographic composition, patterns of land use, and forms of social interaction. This
early spatial and social differentiation provides an important basis for understanding the subsequent
development of Khabarovsk as a city in which formally organized and locally constituted urban
spaces continued to coexist and interact.

In 1884, Khabarovsk became the center of the newly established Priamurye Governor-
Generalship, and in 1893, it adopted its modern name: the city of Khabarovsk. The number of civil
servants in the city increased. The very concept of the “imperial city” also evolved; while in the early
years its purpose was defined primarily by military defense, the administration of a vast territory now
became its central function.

This was also reflected in the city’s “official,” public face, where administrative and military
structures were the most prominent features. Moreover, two-thirds of the city’s 200 buildings
belonged to the military and were constructed in a distinctive, officially prescribed style that A.P.
Ivanova termed “barracks architecture” (Ivanova, 2013). Yet, the function of these buildings had
evolved; they were no longer merely barracks, headquarters, or housing for military families, but
included an “officers' assembly,” a “treasury,” and other structures serving cultural and administrative
purposes.

Following the First Sino-Japanese War (1894-95), Russia began to play an active political role
in the region (Avilov, 2018). One might have expected this to intensify the military aspect-and, to
some extent, this was indeed the case for the region as a whole. During this period, regional Cossack
forces were organized and line units were established, accompanied by extensive military
construction. Buildings in the “barracks architecture” style sprang up across the region, alongside
military forts, artillery batteries, and other fortifications. At the same time, however, there was a mass
migration of peasants, intended both to supply the military forces with food and, to some degree, to
create a mobilization reserve.

The drive for settlement-an imperative of state power that had long remained largely unrealized-
began to shape the territory's population. After 1881, the benefits offered to settlers moving to the

142



Social Sciences & Digital Humanities, 3(3), 2026

Priamurye Governor-Generalship increased sharply, leading to a surge in the volume of migration.
While fewer than 15,000 people-predominantly “penalized lower ranks” and state peasants-migrated
to the Priamur Governor-Generalship between 1860 and 1881, the number of such migrants rose to
over 200,000 between 1881 and 1901 (Osipov, 2012). The city was becoming not only a center for
exercising authority over the region but also an economic hub.

CONCLUSION

Thus, the population of Khabarovsk gradually increased, reaching 50,000 residents by the
second decade of the 20th century (Istoriya Dalnego Vostoka SSSR..., 1991), with a rise in the
number of *meshchane* (townspeople). Alongside supplying the military, these townspeople
engaged in trade with the local population, agriculture, artisanal crafts, fishing, and other trades
(Vostrikov & Vostokov, 1991). Local trading hubs, shops, and workshops sprang up across the city.
The number of merchants and artisans grew - catering not only to state contracts, though these
remained their primary source of business. Skilled tradesmen, doctors, teachers, industrialists, and
wage laborers also appeared. Beyond the high level of security the city offered its residents, the
opportunity for duty-free trade with China was a significant factor. Consequently, a local regional
center began to take shape almost immediately alongside the imperial city, which served clear military
and administrative functions. The city evolved into both a center of regional authority and an
economic hub. Khabarovsk emerged as a center of power and commerce, as well as a foothold for
cultural expansion into Asia.

The expansion of the permanent population fostered economic diversification and the
emergence of new types of employment. Townspeople played a significant role in the city's economic
life; in addition to servicing the military garrison, they engaged in trade with local residents,
agriculture, various crafts, fishing, and other commercial activities (Vostrikov & Vostokov, 1991). An
urban commercial infrastructure gradually took shape: retail outlets, small workshops, and consumer
service businesses began to open. At the same time, professional groups typical of a developing urban
settlement emerged - merchants, artisans, skilled workers, doctors, teachers, entrepreneurs, and wage
earners.

Khabarovsk’s economic appeal was driven by more than just its administrative status and the
presence of military institutions. Its border location was a crucial factor, offering opportunities for
trade with China - including under preferential terms. The combination of relative security, an
administrative presence, military infrastructure, and favorable conditions for economic activity laid
the groundwork for the city’s continued growth.

Consequently, even in the early stages of Khabarovsk’s development, an independent local
economic hub emerged alongside the official administrative-military sphere. The city gradually
acquired a multifaceted functional structure: it served simultaneously as an instrument of state
territorial governance and a center for economic exchange and trade, while also acting as a key
conduit for spreading the cultural and social practices of the Russian Empire across the Far East and
toward the Asian borderlands.
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