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Ways of Self-identification of Zlín Residents with 
the City Space 

Šárka Kopecká 

Abstract: The text primarily focuses on the exploration of different ways of self-identification of 
the inhabitants of the urban space of Zlín. The author chooses the case study method for this 
purpose. She understands the city as a constructed unit, which, however, has its own individual 
parts, particularities that can be separated from each other to a certain extent. Meanings are 
assigned to the city and its space by its inhabitants in manifest and latent ways. In this work, 
however, residents are not viewed as exclusively active actors who would (re)shape the space in 
which they live. Even the urban space itself is understood as formative and then in its self-
reproductive role. Residents’ identities are conceptualised as fluid and heterogeneous. The aim of 
this work is to answer the question of whether there is a difference in the forms of self-
identification depending on the generation in which the research partner is placed. Self-
identification is conceptualised as an ongoing process dependent on both internal and external 
factors. Even in connection with such an understanding of self-identification, the space is 
necessarily marked as changeable since it is also influenced and de facto shaped by the people 
within it.  
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Introduction and research questions 

Identification of humans with urban space is not a new topic. It has its origins 
at the turn of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, especially in Germany and 
the USA. In particular, the so-called Chicago School of Sociology created the 
preconditions for its empirical study in the 1920s, and in the mid-twentieth 
century these possibilities were extended by social and cultural anthropology, 
which, in concert with Bauman, shows that meanings are attributed to places 
through everyday repetitive practices that are captured in everyday activities 
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in a continuous way towards their individuation (Bauman, 2000). However, I 
still see space for exploration here. It is the city and its study that, according to 
Savage (2003: 9), can give valid testimony to our increasingly individualised 
and fragmented society. In particular, little attention has been paid to 
contemporary intergenerational changes in the perception of and identification 
with urban space, especially where there have been radical changes in the 
functionality of individual buildings and spaces through changes in property 
relations, transformation of the economy and thus industrial production, or 
changes in social organisation, as has been the case in Central and Eastern 
Europe.  
My study aimed to find out how people experience their city in the process of 
dynamic intergenerational and social transformations, using the example of the 
regional Moravian industrial city of Zlín, which, as we will show, is a specific 
example of multi-stage dynamic transformations. The question is as follows: Is 
there a difference in the concept of self-identification and perception of the city 
of Zlín between generations, or what is it based on, and what are the ways of 
such self-identification? The sub-questions that I perceived as helpful were then 
the following. How people experience the urban space in which they move. In 
what ways do they reflect this, if at all? What themes are the most central in this 
context and what aspects play the most important roles in self-identification 
with the city?  

Theoretical background 

Identification with place and topoanalysis: city, space, and memory 
The concept of identification with place and its determination can be grasped 
in many ways. While sociological nominalism would lean towards a Weberian 
conception of the relationship between the individual and society, sociological 
realism would follow the path of the Durkheimian tradition and aim rather at 
collective identification as an integral part of the whole, i.e. society. Goffman 
(1990), then, would rely on the identification of the individual with interaction 
in a particular social setting, on human performativity as in performing theatre. 
According to him, each of us is both an actor and a spectator. Setha Low is not 
far from this approach when in his book On the Plaza: The Politics of Public Space 
and Culture (2000), she postulates that space is the result of the meanings that 
are assigned to it. She follows theorists of the spatial turn, such as Henri 
Lefebvre, who included among the determinants that contribute to the 
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construction of space not only human activities but also what influences them, 
such as history related to social memory (Lefebvre, 2016). 

The aspect of individual and collective memory related to space is important 
for this work. Following Berger and Luckmann (1984), we assume that human 
socialisation has a significant influence on identification with space as well as 
on the formation of human identity in general. This takes place primarily 
through so-called significant others. However, “significant others” are not 
immutable, and they can also change their positions. Not only internal but also 
external stimuli and goals that individuals set for the environment are 
constantly at work here, which creates a phenomenon called the taskscape by 
Tim Ingold, where the space also acts as a challenge. He defines the taskscape as 
a set of interconnected activities (Ingold, 2021: 242). Kostroň (2011: 58–59) 
speaks about our actions in both internal and external space. First, we are 
shaped by everything we have experienced in our lives so far, and second, by 
the external environment in which we move. Climate, terrain, architecture, and 
social atmosphere influence here. 

Conflict in space and actors’ disciplining 
Robert Ezra Park, followed by many other authors, has already drawn attention 
to conflict in urban space. In this context, Setha Low (2000) says that space is 
not only the sum of constructions of meanings but also the vehicle through 
which inequalities are reproduced. Different understandings of space can 
symbolise positions of dominance and power of one group over another. 
Everyone claims their existence in the urban environment in public places, but 
not everyone is granted this to the same extent precisely based on the 
interpretive paradigm (cf. Pospěch, 2013: 82). The functioning of the actors in 
the city is governed by formalised and unwritten rules, which acquire a self-
reproductive character by the way the actors generally follow them (Goffman, 
1990). Control of space is closely related to the effort to build homogeneity, but 
this directly contradicts what has already been said, that the city is 
heterogeneous in nature. Various monitoring and guarding systems help us to 
exclude violators of the order, but that breaks the privacy of the city dwellers. 
Therefore, it is impossible to claim that the city’s public space is absolutely free 
for everyone. Conformity is required in it. While Lynch (2004: 46) emphasises 
that each individual city has its own spirit, arrangement, structure, and identity, 
Savage (2003: 135–136) broaches the question of how to perceive urban 
originality, since uniqueness and specificity are highlighted in the age of a 
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globalised world, at a time when cities are getting closer to each other with their 
meanings, rather than diverging. 

In an ambience of rapid social transformations, when the multiple meanings 
and heterotopias (Foucault, 2001) of the urban landscape are changing rapidly, 
we can also assume dynamic transformations of significant others, generational 
changes in the demands on the urban landscape, public space, and the 
formation of power relations within it. These processes are also suggested in 
the works of some of the authors acting in the Czech Republic, to which this 
study relates, and who draw on similar theoretical principles outlined in this 
sub-chapter (Gibas, Pauknerová, 2009; Sennett, Kratochvíl, 2012; Pospěch, 2013; 
Gibas, 2014; Uherek, Beranská, 2014; Krase, Uherek, 2017).  

The legacy of manufacturing philosophy in the present: the city of Zlín 
Bauman (2000), in his classic distinction between solid and fluid modernity, 
alludes to the analogy between the composition of urban space and the rational 
design of the production process. Zlín is an exemplary proof of this (cf. Mareš, 
2013: 685). It is the regional capital of the Zlín region, located in the south-east 
of the Czech Republic. At the beginning of 2023, approximately 74 thousand 
inhabitants lived there (Czech Statistical Office, 2023). The official website of 
the statutory city of Zlín at the link https://www.zlin.eu/ [accessed on 5 
February 2024] offers information about the city, its history and the present, in 
both Czech and English. The city’s history is captured in this article mainly in 
connection with the Baťovian era. It began in 1894, when a cobbler, Tomáš Baťa 
and his siblings established a shoe workshop here which, thanks to military 
contracts during the First World War, the demand for cheap shoes after, and 
the excellent business policy of the owners, grew into a large enterprise and a 
modern city was created around it. After the Second World War, Baťa’s plants 
were nationalised, and as part of building socialism in Czechoslovakia, the 
town was renamed Gottwaldov in 1949 after the then-president of the republic. 
However, the factory continued with production under a different name, Svit. 
In 1990, the city was renamed Zlín again and became a statutory city in the same 
year. At the same time, local industrial enterprises were denationalised, 
changed their function, and Zlín ceased to be “a city of shoes”. 

From an architectural point of view, Zlín can be compared to exemplary 
experimental cities, such as Dessau by Walter Gropius and Hannes Meyer. 
Because of its commercial success, Zlín was considered the showcase of 
Czechoslovakia in the period between the world wars. It was created as a 
modern Czechoslovak city without the striking influences of previous 
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governments and historical heritage. In interwar Czechoslovakia, 
Czechoslovak propaganda presented Zlín as a city with exemplary production 
and lifestyle. 

Mareš (2013: 682–688) focuses on the layout of urban space and its ideology, 
introducing us to the corporate strategy of Baťa. Its production philosophy is 
directly embodied in the urban space, which is organised in a rational and 
utilitarian manner. However, it is not only the factory premises; residential 
districts and squares are similarly designed. Obviously, the space one inhabits 
greatly influences and constructs one’s habitus. Initially, the factory area was 
intended as a centre around which other urban life was gradually developed. 
In the context of the time, this arrangement can be seen as a materialisation and 
demonstration of a given society’s social relations and social organisation. 
Behind such material production are hidden social connections, and the final 
product results from the social processes currently at work in a given society 
(Merrifield, 1993: 519–520).  

As is well known, Baťa not only took care of his employees’ work but also 
provided them with accommodation, health care, and education. All 
conceivable sectors were subordinated to the operation and interests of his 
company. Such hegemony over the urban design of space must necessarily be 
reflected in the identity of the local inhabitants. Zlín – the city of work, i.e. the 
city of modernity, rationality, and togetherness – these could be the words by 
which it represented itself. It also represented its inhabitants, who had to accept 
this as part of their identity to some extent. Mareš (2013) goes on to talk about 
Zlín as an example of a city design that is fully subject to the goals, and all the 
context of life is subordinated to the factory. Thus, the space is not only the sum 
of the everyday activities of the actors who operate within it, but it is also a 
carrier of culture and shared meanings, which, in this case, could be the 
economic profit from the production of shoes. Just as the life of the workers in 
Zlín in the 1930s was much the same, the layout of space and individual 
buildings was highly standardised. 

Vacková and Galčanová (2009: 312) express almost the same opinion. 
According to them, the urban space is a mirror of Baťa’s philosophy, and 
through it, his myth continues to be nurtured. The myth (Vacková and 
Galčanová, 2009: 313) is a tool through which we do not speak about our reality 
directly but symbolically and non-objectively. Both authors (Vacková and 
Galčanová, 2009: 314) mention that Zlín’s establishment was or is often spoken 
of as a utopia and a kind of attempt at the ideal functioning of the city as a 
factory.  

Šárka Kopecká Ways of Self-identification

Cargo Journal 2024/1 35



In this context, I need to mention the idea of Bourdieu (1977), who sees the 
power exercised and symbolised by someone or something as part of different 
kinds of capital. These in his theories are economic capital, cultural capital, as 
well as symbolic capital, the exercise of physical power. Bourdieu shows his 
theory in the state’s operation and exercise of power. However, simultaneously, 
he speaks of the state as a superior unit, an institution that gains power over 
economic management through its capital hegemony. In this respect, a parallel 
can be seen with Batism, which in its heyday was a kind of state within a state, 
where the Zlín was a place of work, entertainment, housing, and education, all 
under the baton of the company, which thus possessed not only financial capital 
and exercised its power in this way.  

Thanks to the same form of living, leisure, etc., a shared collective identity 
was created that shaped the spirit of the city, and its existence is still evident 
today. Many town residents live and spend their lives at least partly in Bata 
houses. Ferenčuhová, Galčanová, and Vacková use their example to 
demonstrate the changeability of time. While in the period of their creation and 
several years or decades after their construction, they were a relatively 
standardised form of housing that did not offer space for individual experience 
and adaptation to such a unified home, today’s times are, according to the 
authors, characterised by a high degree of individualisation. Today’s 
inhabitants of such a house adapt them to their lifestyles (cf. 2010: 108). 

From a different perspective, Nedbálková (2021) deals with the topic of shoe 
production in connection with Baťa and Zlín in her book Tichá dřina (Silent Toil). 
In it, she portrays the conditions of the contemporary worker in the Bata factory 
in Dolní Němčí (Moravia), which perhaps still shares some elements of Bata’s 
original philosophy. Although she does not directly focus on the urban space 
of the city I am researching, she experiences the work under constant 
supervision, laced with rules and standardised performance. She describes the 
relationship between employees and management in this production branch of 
the company in the Czech Republic and elaborates in detail on the concept of 
class, which, on the one hand, may be disappearing and, on the other hand, still 
reproduced in different ways. Nedbálková (2021: 176) connects work in the 
present and the past, based on the testimonies of her research partners, with 
words such as hard work, discipline, but also pride in one’s work and in coping 
with difficult and demanding working conditions.  
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Methodology 

Data collection 
The qualitative research design I have chosen entails the possibility of gradually 
adding new topics or even new research questions as data and information 
become available. It is thus opposed to quantitative research, which by its 
nature almost excludes and makes additional interventions impossible (Hendl, 
2005: 50). Within the wording of my research questions, which concentrated 
primarily on explaining the ‘why’ and ‘how’, a case study based on data 
generated from the semi-structured interviews was my best option. 

The research interview began with classification questions that targeted 
basic characteristics of the individual, such as gender, age, highest educational 
attainment, place of birth, and length of residence in the city. The following 
questions were open-ended and focused mainly on the person’s relationship to 
the city, what elements he or she valued in Zlín or, on the contrary, what he or 
she considered insufficient and saw room for improvement. The interviews also 
included questions about the city’s safety and evaluation of its maintenance, 
transport services, and amenities. Each interview included a discussion on the 
presented photographs of Zlín from the present and its history. These 
photographs are freely available from the Zlín Tourist Information Portal. The 
role of the photographs was stimulating. Sztompka (cf. 2007: 68–69) describes 
the method of interviews using photographs as a research technique where the 
research partners are provided with images of the researcher’s choice. The aim 
is to obtain their natural interpretation by the research subjects. I also took this 
into account when choosing photographs for my work. Thus, the selection 
included not only photographs of specific places but also bird’s-eye views, 
which by their nature encouraged the interviewees to selectively comment on 
only the most important things from their point of view. In research interviews, 
the focus is not so much on what has been photographed, but on what can be 
seen (Zuev, Krase, 2017: 2). I was thus able to find out what the interviewees 
attached a deeper meaning to in the city and to develop this theme further in 
conversation with them. Thanks to them, I was able to discover, together with 
the interviewees, important aspects that otherwise would not have come up. 
Several authors refer to photo elicitation as a knowledge-producing tool (see 
Zuev, Krase, 2017). In general, it is a method that is used in qualitative research. 
The methods of analysing visual material are closely related to a symbolic 
interactionism reading of space and the field of semiotics. Visual material serves 
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as a link between seeing, i.e. experiencing, and spatial memory (Krase, 2012: 
20). 

I recorded the interviews with the permission of the authors. The recorded 
interviews were then transcribed verbatim. Their length was, on average, 50 
minutes. The shortest interview lasted 40 minutes, the longest 90 minutes. The 
coding strategy I chose was descriptive coding, which I carried out in the 
qualitative data analysis program Atlas.ti. 

In research interviews, I used local names of buildings. The Grand Cinema 
building (Velké kino) in the city centre is a functionalist-style building, as are the 
Department Store (Obchodní dům), the Market Hall (Tržnice), Hotel Zlín, formerly 
Hotel Moskva, and Building 21 (21. budova). Since 2016, the Grand Cinema has 
been closed due to disrepair. It used to be the main venue of the Zlín Film 
Festival. Another important building that came up in questions and answers 
received in interviews was the Congress Centre (Kongresové centrum). It is a 
modern architecture by Eva Jiřičná; the building is used for cultural events and 
is, like the other buildings mentioned, in the notional centre of the city, i.e. in 
the vicinity of the Peace Square (náměstí Míru) and the Square of Work (náměstí 
Práce). Zlín Castle is located in a newly revitalised park and houses several 
entities. It is open to the public, for example, through gallery events or during 
events organised by Živý Zlín (Living Zlín). Formerly the House of Art (Dům 
umění), today the Tomáš Bat’a Memorial is the name of the glass building 
standing in the middle of a hill surrounded by two rows of former dormitories. 
The architectural design of this functionalist building was started after the 
tragic death of Tomáš Baťa, and from the beginning, the plan was to build a 
memorial. Over time, however, the site was transformed into a venue for 
cultural events, especially concerts, and the building was renamed. After the 
turn of the millennium, negotiations began to restore its original purpose, and 
its grand opening after reconstruction took place in 2019. Not only the 
composition of the shops in it but also the exterior facade has changed.  

Concerning housing, I mention two areas in particular. The first is the Jižní 
Svahy housing estate. It is the largest housing estate in Zlín and has over 30,000 
inhabitants. The housing estate is divided into the first and second segments. 
The Bata houses are the second type of housing, to which a considerable part of 
this text is devoted. These are most often square in plan, faced with red bricks 
and relatively uniform appearance. Their division is possible, for example, 
according to the number of families. Even today, we can hear the names four-
house, half-house, or single-house. They were originally built to accommodate 
the workers of Bata’s company. The last location I will focus on in this 
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paragraph is the so-called Baťák. It was a now-defunct swimming pool in the 
centre of the town, which operated during Baťa’s time and for the next 45 years 
after the regime change to the socialist one with the same name Baťák. Today, 
one of the buildings of Tomáš Baťa University stands on its site.  

Sample 
Interviews with twenty residents of the city of Zlín were conducted between 
November 2022 and February 2023. This number reached theoretical saturation. 
These were men and women who have lived in Zlín all their lives or moved 
there at least two years ago. Interview participants were familiarised with the 
research topic and signed an informed consent for anonymised data use. For 
the selection of interviewees, the snowball sampling method was chosen. The 
survey was conducted only among adults (over 18 years of age). The appendix 
of this paper captures their nicknames. We publish only the age, gender, highest 
educational level, place of birth, and then the words they used to define “what 
Zlín is/means for them”. I followed the guidelines and principles of the Code of 
Ethics of the Czech Association for Social Anthropology when designing and 
conducting the research.  

I compared the views of two age cohorts: the older generation who had 
spent their childhood in the city bearing the name Gottwaldov, when shoe 
factories were in full operation and encroaching on the city centre. The younger 
generation does not have this direct experience. The age cohort of the younger 
generation is represented by informants aged 18 to 24 (7 persons) and the older 
generation by informants aged 51 and over (13 persons). Considering three 
generations in 100 years, the youngest generation represents the third 
generation, which I compared with the first generation. I included a single 
respondent who, at the age of 49, would fall into the middle generation in the 
first generation. 

Field entry and positioning 
Since my relationship with the city is not as strong as my place of residence but 
stronger than a place I have visited only a few times because I attended high 
school there, entering the field did not make it necessary to have a gatekeeper. 
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I knew some of the local names that the residents mentioned or the events that 
take place in the city, as well as their usual course.  

Analysis and interpretation of data 
I chose abductive reasoning when working with data. This process then 
includes exploring relationships between partial themes and motifs of 
interviews. I followed this up with a synthesis of higher theoretical units. To 
achieve saturation in qualitative research, Ezzy does not recommend analysing 
data after it has all been collected. If we delay analysis this way, finally we may 
find that the data we have generated does not answer our research question, 
and despite the nature of qualitative data, the essential information is 
structurally absent in the data set (Ezzy, 2013). Therefore, I carried out the 
analytical process simultaneously with the data collection. Krase (cf. 2015: 5–7) 
leads a polemic over the dichotomising division of methods of deduction and 
induction, or the would-be-exclusive nature of qualitative and quantitative 
research. The method of analytic induction aims primarily at understanding the 
researched topic and does not aspire to the higher degree of objectivity 
attributed to statistics. The researcher himself is an integral part of the research. 

I did not explore identity as an exact variable defined by the communication 
partners themselves; I saw it as a dynamic process of self-identification that was 
implicit in the questions asked. Therefore, I chose the path of multiple 
interconnected questions that directed the attention of the communication 
partners to the city and their lives in the space. I thus avoided, at least in part, 
the conflation of virtual and actual identities as described by Goffman (cf. Geist, 
1992: 119–120). He comments on the highly probable, often unconscious split 
between how one perceives oneself and how one in fact acts. The actions of the 
individuals are thus the result of these two positions, which together, to some 
extent, do not find a match. However, this contradiction is not worth 
eliminating or emphasising in everyday life and research; it is a natural part of 
the lived world and, therefore, must be worked with. 

Discussion of the chosen methodology 
Before entering the field, I was concerned about potential problems associated 
with the sampling method. There was a risk that those recommended further 
would only come from the neighbourhoods of those already interviewed. It 
would significantly reduce the reliability of the research. However, it turned 
out that the bonding element between the interviewees and the newly 
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recommended person for the interview was more likely to be the location of 
their workplace or a shared leisure interest or family ties.  

The danger of not covering some essential topics was eliminated by 
including new questions as the research progressed. These were particularly 
questions directed at city residents about significant points of urban space, 
which respondents themselves often began to discuss spontaneously.  

The last problem that emerged even before the interviewees started to be 
approached was the conceptualisation and operationalisation of the ‘inhabitant 
of Zlín’. For example, an interviewee could have left Zlín to study at a secondary 
or higher education institution in another city but subsequently returned to 
Zlín. The preference for two years of residence was ultimately taken into 
account could create sufficient familiarity with the area in all seasons that the 
person in question could experience at least twice.  

I consider the honesty and openness of the communication partners with 
whom they came into the interviews and which they developed during the 
interviews to be a great success. They themselves came up with ideas on what 
topic they felt important to add to the interview.  

Results 

Intergenerational difference in experiencing the city 
A distinctive element that repeatedly appeared in the accounts of both 
generations is the mention of the city’s founder in recent history, Tomáš Bat’a – 
observing how the narrative changes depending on the interviewee’s age was 
interesting. Of the interviewees, no one has directly experienced Tomáš Baťa in 
adulthood, so all information about him was mediated. However, the discourse 
about his time and what it brought to the city and its inhabitants is not identical 
across the generations studied. Although the older generation did not have the 
opportunity to experience Bata’s direct leadership, their closest relatives 
usually did. So, a kind of legend about the factory owner was also strongly 
transmitted to them. At the time of their adolescence, the city was not only 
functionalist in its visual appearance but allegedly also in its purpose; many of 
the interviewees had experienced work or part-time jobs in Svit, i.e., in the 
factory area. Many memories and personal narratives are linked to this period. 

In contrast to the younger age group, these people also appeal to the values 
that Baťa passed on to the town and its citizens, some of them evaluating them 
as better and more beneficial to the life of the individual and the city than those 

Šárka Kopecká Ways of Self-identification

Cargo Journal 2024/1 41



they observe today. The younger group interviewed, on the other hand, focuses 
in their statements more on the visual architectural elements that have survived 
from the past. The Baťa tradition has been passed on to them by their parents 
or grandparents. Despite a possible bond to such a historic part of the city and 
its operation, they are noticeably divided by the absence of personal experience. 
Spatially, they are thus very close to, if not in the same place as, the generation 
of older interviewees, but the contextual difference is palpable. 

However, it would be a mistake to assume that both generational groups 
will have the same or more similar interests and ideas about how the city should 
function and what it should provide. It is necessary to relate each statement to 
the individual’s biographical characteristics and to work with this further 
during the actual interpretation of the data collected. One of the questions in 
the semi-structured interviews was aimed at characterising the city. The 
informants were asked to say five words or short phrases that could be used to 
characterise or define Zlín. The most frequently used words were red, brick, 
functionalist architecture, city of greenery, Baťa and original history, 
modernity, home and symbolism of family background, city of culture, sport 
and education, city set on the outskirts of the Czech Republic. In relation to 
these, I then considered the structure of the chapters in the analytical part of the 
thesis, as these associations of Zlín residents largely reflect what they found 
important or related to in Zlín. 

Another aspect – comparison – also appeared in the accounts of the mainly 
older interviewees. They believe that some topics are evaluated subjectively 
while others are evaluated rationally and analytically. Patočka speaks of a naive 
and scientific world. According to him, humans constantly struggle to balance 
on the edge of two worlds. Initially, they place the memories and landscapes of 
their childhood in the world of naivety. As they grow, they move more towards 
the constructed rationality and logic of the scientific world, which is thus a form 
of understanding the naive or natural world (Patočka 1970: 17–18). Specifically, 
for topics where we are more likely not to find delineations about other cities 
or inhabitants of other cities, we can talk about the landscape of childhood, 
Gottwaldov, the legends of Bata’s Zlin, the details to which the interviewees are 
accustomed, or the motifs that were heard during the interviews and in which 
the examined ways of self-identification are recognisable. It is to these points 
that the following paragraphs are devoted.  
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Landscape of childhood 
The landscape of childhood and early memories of the space of our childhood 
or adolescence seem to be powerful determinants of our perception of space. 
Prokešová (2008: 2–3), following Heidegger and Husserl, shows that the place 
of our childhood is the primary space where one is thrown and whose influence 
one uncritically accepts, unconsciously adopts, and this then becomes one’s 
position from which one emerges in the course of later life. This position stems 
from pre-understanding. For example, Heidegger (2018: 181–182) mentions the 
vision of a “handy being” as something already necessarily explicating and 
interpreting. According to him, any interpretation is always a pre-
understanding, which implies that it is impossible to grasp anything without a 
pre-understanding. If we transfer these ideas to the topic of this study, then we 
can assume that people carry their spiritual background and the meanings and 
interpretations learned therein with them constantly on their journey through 
life. For them, home is the myth to which they relate. As every place has a 
structure, the individual somehow penetrates and operates within that 
structure. In the landscape of childhood, and hence in the landscape of home, 
people orientate naturally and carry these patterns to different environments. 

For example, Ms Lída (58 years old, with a university education, a native of 
Zlín) spoke directly about the city’s structures in her narration. She was 
referring to the architectural structure of Zlín, which is relatively specific in 
Czechia’s context with its functionalist concept. According to her, such a 
disciplination of space clearly influences people’s mentality. When asked 
whether she could find a shared characteristic for the inhabitants of Zlín that 
could distinguish them from the inhabitants of other cities, she replied that it 
could be discipline and a sense of order and organisation. This is transmitted 
intergenerationally not only through space but also through collective memory, 
to which she referred. Thus, she does not consider Bata’s philosophy and the 
ethos of his enterprises as a dead myth but as still surviving in various aspects. 

“There is simply that continuity, whether we want it or not, we don’t find 
many of those historical buildings here. But otherwise, tremendous 
thoughtfulness. The rusticity is just there in that city. The way it’s done, 
but also, I say the green space. The parts of that city that have been built 
are very thoughtful and useful there. Yeah, it belongs there. Not because 
I’ve known it that way since I was a kid, but because it’s a perfect place for 

Šárka Kopecká Ways of Self-identification

Cargo Journal 2024/1 43



maybe residential neighbourhoods to be built here, for studios to be built, 
and so on.”  

At the same time, she touches on another important point in her narrative, 
namely the sort of habituation of the state things are in. Firstly, she perceives 
the city in the context of the theoretical and historical information she has 
acquired, and secondly, the city is “the city” she has known from a very early 
age. 

Places with added value, i.e. places to which the respondents had a positive 
relationship and emotional ties, were considered to be places connected with 
their family background and childhood experiences. They functioned as more 
or less stable points of reference to which the individuals returned as certainties 
that anchored them in their lives. Thus, the popularity of places such as the 
family home and its immediate neighbourhood persists and is part of the 
individual’s identity. Other places can join these favourite places, those to 
which emotional attachments were formed later through some pleasant 
experience. According to the interviewees, these were frequently interactions 
with close persons. Again, we come to the point where the meaning of space 
and its meanings are constructions. While one person may associate one part of 
the city with unpleasant experiences, for another, based on his or her individual 
experience in experiencing the city, it may be the most magical part of it.  

Baťa’s Zlín 
Even today, Bata’s Zlín is a life legend in that the people of Zlín are exposed to 
an urban space with elements characteristic of his manufacturing philosophy. 
At the same time, we continue to encounter in testimonies the idea of its 
enduring legacy, of the values associated with it that persist in the minds of the 
local people. According to some accounts, the spirit of Baťa or Batism survives 
in the inhabitants’ minds, in their collective memory. It is being instilled in new 
generations, but it no longer has the potential to grow stronger. What is missing 
here is the possibility of contact with people who still worked in the shoe 
production system or experienced the time about a hundred years ago. Even so, 
among the testimonies of the younger generation, we find a strong reference 
and presentation of the tradition passed on as a stable matter. 

In her testimony, Miss Karolína (23 years old, secondary school education 
with a high school diploma, native of Zlín) touched on the intergenerational 
difference in perception of life connected with the development of the times 
with the example of people who worked for Baťa. “Baťa’s generation was that they 
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would not just move in, they would work and not change the job, they would just stay 
loyal, whereas we just want to travel, we want to try new things, if we don’t like 
something we just pick up our packs and go try it one house over”. Based on this 
statement, we can, on the one hand, discern the variability in the perception of 
life paths. While Karolína’s grandparents’ generation lived, in Bauman’s words, 
in the first phase of modernity, which refers to stability and rootedness, 
Karolína already identifies with its later phase and perceives in her own life and 
probably in the lives of her peers the potential for change, which the times not 
only provide opportunities for but also, in a way, force. The interviewee, 
Anežka (18 years old, primary education, native of Zlín), spoke about the 
change of time, which can be captured in the very perception of urban space. 
The city gives her an organised impression, mainly due to its architectural 
layout. Although it reflects the extension, which changes the urban character, it 
does not fundamentally disturb it. Bata’s legacy preserved in the city’s layout 
is still legible to her. However, the system of straight streets and lines is 
satisfying to the eye, but at the same time, it does not provide room for 
randomness, which for Anežka is associated with freedom and is one of the 
characteristics of the present time. 

A really interesting blending of planes is offered by the testimony of Miss 
Marie (22 years old, secondary school education with a high school diploma, 
native of Zlín), who first speaks of Zlín as a city that is interwoven with history, 
a historical reference to the Baťa era, first of all in its appearance and the 
preservation of functionalist buildings. However, secondly, she adds that there 
are still people who lived through the city’s heyday and that her grandmother 
also worked in Mr. Bata’s factory. There is an interesting encounter between 
something from the past, which comes into the present as a ghost through oral 
tradition and the material preservation of objects, and something present, 
which goes back decades by the same means. The boundary between history 
and the present is almost blurred.  

The phenomenon of Baťa is not far from the theme of collective identity, 
which will be discussed in the following lines. The older generation of 
participating research partners very often spoke of industriousness as a kind of 
symbol of the city, as something that permeates among people, as a shared 
element. In my follow-up question about the origins of this feeling, I learned 
without exception about references to Bata’s factories and his production 
philosophy, which did not speak only of the economic sphere. Zlín, as a “state 
within a state,” had its own specificities, and many took root not only in the 
physical space but also in the people’s minds. At the same time, another point 
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was uncovered, namely the point of transformation or change. According to the 
interviewees, the trend of industriousness is beginning to disappear, as work in 
the sense of lucrative jobs is not in sufficient quantity in Zlín and people, young 
people who could carry this legacy of Baťa with their actions and mentality into 
the next generation, are leaving for work in other cities, where, of course, Zlín’s 
collective memory will not be functional. We encounter here that, just as 
individual identity is fluid, collective identity, and thus collective memory, is 
not immutable and can be weakened or strengthened by various influences.  

Mrs Mariana (60 years old, secondary vocational education, native of Zlín) 
says that the town would have looked completely different if Bata had been able 
to continue his work on it. She places Bata as one of the most influential people 
who participated not only in the construction but also in the running and spirit 
of the city. At the same time, she was not the only one of the communication 
partners who said that Baťa’s houses no longer meet contemporary housing 
standards due to their outdated concept. Preserving these neighbourhoods or 
their eventual redevelopment does not seem an isolated topic among residents, 
and everyone has an opinion on it. Ferenčuhová, Galčanová and Vacková also 
comment on the concept of housing in the Bata era through sociological 
analysis, saying that the Baťa style of housing was intended to provide the 
company with workers who would be in the best physical and mental condition 
to perform their work. However, not just the houses for the workers’ families 
served this purpose. The company also provided these people with shopping 
malls, entertainment centres, sports centres and the like. Zlín was thus not 
exclusively a city of work but a living organism in which order and a unique 
social space were established. The material aspects, such as the company-run 
institutions or housing, contributed greatly to its formation and maintenance 
(Ferenčuhová, Galčanová and Vacková, 2010: 84).  

One common element can be found in the narratives of interviewees. The 
buildings are imaginatively divided into those that were built or designed in 
Bata’s time and those that appeared in the space before or after his era; 
buildings constructed before and after were often spoken of as something that 
did not fit into the local architecture. For example, the castle, on the one hand, 
was evaluated as unique for its setting, which is almost in the city’s centre, and 
valued for its historical value. However, at the same time, it was portrayed as a 
building outside the overall architectural plan. The Town Hall building on 
Peace Square was similar.  

If we focus now only on buildings created after the functionalist era, the 
feelings about the buildings, or rather their placement in the urban context, are 
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contradictory. The Congress Centre turned out to be a building that many 
interviewees, regardless of generation, initially treated as disturbing the city’s 
overall character. However, most of these interviewees added that as time 
passed, they found this architectural feat less distinctive and had grown 
accustomed to it visually. Thus, the functionalist style is considered a kind of 
architectural norm in Zlín, and new or older buildings face a constant 
confrontation of their appearance against these buildings. Functionalist 
buildings are given a charm, a historical value and an attribute of uniqueness 
that sets Zlín apart from most other cities, of which the people of Zlín are well 
aware, as are Czech architects. Jiří Hrůza (1965: 128-129) directly likens Zlín to 
the developing American cities of the last century.  

Habit 
Habit is an iron shirt. This is how one could comment on the inhabitants’ 
attitude towards the city, which some are both aware of and unaware of. Being 
accustomed to something or something has proved to be an important element 
in grasping the inhabitants’ attitude towards the city of Zlín. Interviewees take 
habit as the norm. It can be demonstrated by the example of newly built 
buildings in the notional centre of Zlín, which do not correspond one hundred 
per cent with the typical functionalist unified style of buildings. These buildings 
are initially met with resistance, but after a while, they are accepted as people 
get accustomed to them and continue to take them for granted as part of the 
settlement.  

In her comment on the submitted photo marked number two, one of my 
communication partners evaluated what she saw positively. In the follow-up 
question asking for the reason for such a response, she said, “everything is 
standing there as it should be”. It is a sight she has been used to seeing since 
childhood, and because of this, the image is associated with her with positive 
connotations of certainty and stability. She was not alone in her attitude of 
positively replicating habit and relative constancy, and almost all the other 
responses were along the lines of what we are used to being ‘fine’.  

The urban space is also evaluated differently depending on whether one 
knows the history of each part of the city. The interviewees themselves said that 
the buildings in the city must necessarily have a different value and take on 
different meanings for them than they do for a person who has come to the city 
for the first time or is unfamiliar with their historical background and 
contextuality. The Grand Cinema, which has been closed for several years with 
no current targeted use other than space for advertising, is receiving 
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tremendous support for its preservation, for repair, not demolition. The main 
argument for this is that it is part of the city centre, a historic building that once 
had its “best” and was or is a symbol for the city. It refers to a bygone era, a 
time when the research partners from the older generation experienced their 
childhood, youth, and adulthood in this cinema. For the younger generation, it 
refers to their youth when they visited this institution as part of their school 
performances. This active phase of the Grand Cinema is embedded in their 
minds much more deeply and significantly than the phase of its non-
functioning and closure. The habit of visiting this cinema was indeed 
interrupted, but not eradicated, erased from memory. Despite the possibility of 
visiting other, commercial cinemas in the city, some residents still favour 
preserving the original function of the Grand Cinema. For them, it represented 
and still represents one of the symbols of Zlín; it carries the essence of 
uniqueness, primacy, a reference to the city’s heyday.  

Zlín also carries with it the typical attributes of a city as a place of residence. 
It is classified as a home where one is used to living, where one knows oneself, 
and has family, friends, and contacts. All these aspects make it a primarily 
positively evaluated city, which provides its inhabitants with security as one of 
the possible ways of anchoring their own identity in the world. Mr Jan (53 years 
old, university education, residing in Zlín since he was three years old) 
answered my question whether the city he lives in is important to him as 
follows: “Yes, it is, because here I know where I just don’t have to get lost anywhere, I 
can easily get everywhere and I don’t have to be, for example, I studied in Brno for a 
while and before I got my bearings there, at the beginning it was a problem, I had no 
idea where what services were and so on”. The city becomes legible and 
recognisable for the individual thanks to his familiarity and orientation in the 
meanings of the individual things in it. This state is perhaps also expressible by 
the concept of habit.  
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Self-identification by the city 
Self-identification with the city takes place simultaneously on multiple levels. 
Respondents can talk about some of them directly and are aware of them. 
Others they have to think about for a while and find that these other ways are 
more latent for themselves. The Bata Memorial, the former House of Arts, was 
repeatedly mentioned during the interviews. This building was rebuilt a few 
years ago as a memorial to the founder of Zlín. All research partners and 
interlocutors appeared to know about this, but only a tiny fraction of them had 
visited the building, but all of them added unanimously that they “should go 
there”. They explained their attitude to me by saying that they are Zlín citizens 
and this is an integral part of both the city and them, therefore they should visit 
the object. This beautifully demonstrated their dialectical attachment to the city. 
Not only do they attach to the city, Zlín also attaches to them through its ways. 
The fact that they should visit the memorial for the reasons already mentioned 
was assessed by the men and women as something quite natural.  

According to Prokešová (2008: 4), the identification of oneself with a place is 
belonging to that place, which performs an orienting function in life and further 
actions. In terms of self-identification with place, the relationship to 
singularities emerged as a key component in Zlín. Identification with a place 
could be well estimated when using photographs by what the interviewees 
noticed and commented on most. Very often they lit up when looking at the 
presented photographs and showed me approximately where they grew up, 
where they stayed with their grandparents, or where they live now. Adam (60 
years old, university education, immigrated to Zlín) expressed this by saying 
that in order to have a good and satisfying feeling of the city, it must offer a 
person enjoyment, meet the criteria of, for example, functionality, one must be 
able to navigate it fluently, or be identified with the architectural style that 
prevails in it.  

Memories played a significant role in the interviews with the older of the 
two generations. It was evident that although the city is experienced constantly, 
there are specific periods in our lives when we experience it intensely, and in 
relation to this time, our attachments to the space are formed. For example, 
some interviewees declared the current absence of places to go to have fun “like 
when they were young”. The interviewee, Anežka (18 years old, primary 
education, native of Zlín), told me she has a very positive relationship with 
some parts of the former Svit factory site. When I asked her how this 
relationship had been formed, she replied that her mother had always told her 
about how her father, the interviewee’s grandfather, had worked in one of the 
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buildings, so for her, it was a place of memories that had been transferred. 
Because of this, she has built a strong positive relationship with the whole site. 
Her narration shows that self-identification with a space does not necessarily 
arise only through personal experience but can be supported or transformed by 
sharing experiences with others.  

Self-identification with a city is not so much about the city in particular as it 
is about the ties we form to it. For example, Miss Marie (22 years old, secondary 
school education with a high school diploma, native of Zlín) described her 
feelings as follows. “It is not the city that is important for me, but what I connect it 
with, if there is family there, if I have friends there, if I experience something there and 
if the working environment is good because I think that if you meet these requirements 
here, you can live anywhere.” It is clear from the answer that she does have some 
requirements for the city, but these are largely unrelated to its physical space.  

Collective identity 
Even though the city and its parts take on the conceptualisation that individual 
experience of a given space tends towards, according to Savage (2003: 140), 
referring to Benjamin, shared ideas of shared space can be revealed. The city 
can be seen as a ‘wellspring’ of traditions, transmitted culture, and an 
environment of collective memory. In Zlín, the shared notion of the city can be 
demonstrated by the example of the local Congress Centre, which has been 
criticised by some residents, just as Mrs Valentýna (79 years old, secondary 
school education with a high school diploma, native of Zlín) expressed that the 
construction of the Congress Centre as a new cultural space for social events in 
the city has been criticised by some citizens for its aesthetic form, which at first 
sight is not in line with the architectural style of other buildings in the city 
centre. However, local people have become accustomed to this element in the 
city, and the criticism no longer resonates in the city’s discourse. A similar 
example was cited for the Golden Apple shopping centre building built in 2007–
2008, which, according to some views, was intended to compete in importance 
with the City Hall, which stands on the opposite square site. According to her, 
this was not the case. The current use of the premises is proof of their 
functionality.  

Collective identity is not only created by physical space and the prevailing 
discourse about it. It is also about something intangible, about the feelings, 
memories, and spirit that the inhabitants carry. G. H. Mead also writes about 
the imaginary disappearance and emergence of a system. He connects its 
emergence, of which collective identity can be a part, with temporality. Identity 
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is established in the social world concerning the new, but also in relation to the 
old order. According to him, a feature of reality is the alignment of the present 
with the past. These dimensions are dynamically linked (Mead, 1932: 47). The 
perspective refuses to see collective identity as immutable, for the past 
continues intervening in our present construction and reading of the world. The 
function of collective identity, which can sometimes be based more on myths, 
is not insignificant to the existence of society.  

Sharing of the city 
The identification of a person with a place is closely linked to its sharing. Both 
generations mentioned sharing the city in different ways. The older generation 
narrated about neighbourhoods, organising sports matches in each 
neighbourhood, and going to the cinema and other spaces together. The 
younger generation mentioned the opportunity to meet their acquaintance in 
the city randomly and at an agreed place. Their relationships seemed to be more 
individualised in this respect. These were not the community relationships that 
the older people discussed in connection with the neighbourhood. However, 
based on such a limited number of accounts, and bearing in mind that there was 
not a single specific question on this matter in interviews, it is impossible to 
infer changes in the sociability of the townspeople or changes in their ways of 
communicating. However, a change in the residents’ lifestyles is noticeable 
here. Another determinant of the mode of narration is the contextuality of the 
informants’ life experiences and the different approaches of the interviewees in 
comparing Zlín with other cities, assessing the city’s geographical location, the 
changes in its function, and the significance of the ongoing reconstruction.  

Geographical location 
The question of the physical location of the place and its consequences for the 
inhabitants arose only with increasing conversations when we repeatedly 
alluded to the issue of the regional city’s location in the valley and the limited 
possibilities for Zlín’s growth. In particular, interviewees from the older 
generation classified Zlín as a periphery of the Czech Republic. Such an 
assessment carried negative connotations in the prevailing discourse as if Zlín 
lacked something or was insufficient in its qualities compared to other cities.  

Mrs. Olina (59 years old, university education, native of Zlín) spoke 
relatively critically about the geographic location of Zlín: “I still think, just how I 
would say it, basically in a phrase, that it is a little bit out of place, like basically on the 
edge of the country. And, that it’s kind of cut off more or less by the transport link.”  
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In the interviewees’ reactions, Zlín was characterised as more of a peripheral 
regional city with no direct connection to the motorway, in the shadow of the 
three big Czech cities of Prague, Brno and Olomouc. As a result, the city was 
associated with words such as stagnant, unprosperous, and at the same time 
compared to its historical heyday during the time of the factory owner Baťa. 
Even though my informants no longer experienced this era, it is still ingrained 
in their memories as generally good and beneficial and considered a kind of 
golden age for the city, from which it benefited for a long time afterwards. One 
of the last bright moments of the city was considered to be the period before the 
division of Czechoslovakia when Zlín was situated in the imaginary centre of 
the republic. After the division of the state, however, according to the words of 
its communication partners, it found itself on the periphery, on the edge of the 
state territory.  

An unfavourable factor for the city’s development is its location among the 
hills, namely its position in a valley. The city thus loses physical space for its 
expansion, or it is not very effective because the urban space grows in length. 
Mariana (60 years old, secondary vocational education, native of Zlín) 
comments on my question about the changes visible and perceptible in the 
urban space over the last almost one hundred years as follows:  

“Hmm it’s too much, you can’t say that, you just have to see the progress of 
the city in those sixty years, yeah. Because a lot of things are moving forward 
tremendously too, that just the traffic, or even the way the city has changed, 
the way the countryside has changed. That but if you compare this photo, 
especially this photo, if you actually compare, you don’t really see such 
changes. Yeah, and of course now you do, because the mall is fixed. The Baťák 
is no more, the city centre has a little bit different character than it used to 
have in my youth, yeah, because the factory actually worked in a completely 
different way. It was just thousands and thousands of people just rolling out 
of there every day at two o’clock that so for that reason as well. And every 
one of those eras has something. That. That Zlín is moving on, but I think 
over the years it could have been further than it is. But of course it’s also 
because we’ve lost that we’ve suddenly ceased to be the centre of the country. 
We have actually become a border town, which has certainly had a big impact 
on Zlín.”  

The loss of its position as almost the centre of the Czechoslovak Republic seems 
palpable to the inhabitants who lived through this period. The macro and micro 
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levels of thinking about the city are clearly shown here. While on the micro-
level, it is possible to comment on partial changes, such as the absence of a 
swimming pool or the reconstruction of the Trade House, in the overall view 
the city is behind in the eyes of Mrs Mariana, or at least has not used its potential 
for development to the extent that she had hoped for as a resident. At the same 
time, I identify a holistic perspective with which we can look at the whole of 
Zlín. For her, this city is the city of her childhood and youth, but also her active 
life, which has transformed due to multiple factors, such as changes in the 
physical space, in the work orientation of most of the city’s inhabitants, in its 
reconceptualisation as a regular city outside the main events of the independent 
Czech Republic, and last but not least in her personal perception of the place 
where she lives as a person who is naturally also evolving and changing.  

Function and reconstruction 
What are the parameters for residents that determine whether a city is friendly 
to them or not? An important element for residents is that the city is a functional 
entity that meets the needs of its residents. If it lacks certain functions and 
citizens know it, they express dissatisfaction with the state of affairs. An 
interesting situation for the researcher arises when a locality has a function, but 
the inhabitants are largely unaware of it or do not consider this function 
appropriate. In Zlín, at the time of the research, I also encountered a situation 
of radical functional changes of important objects in the city. Mareš (2013: 697) 
also reflects such a situation in his work when he says that these changes are 
evidence of the fluidity and reinterpretation of places by people. In Zlín, the 
function and meaning of the whole city are changed by the suppression of the 
shoe industry, represented by the change in the function of the factory 
premises. Many of the buildings have lost their original function, some are 
being reconstructed, reused, and their uses are different, as are the ideas of the 
locals. I would describe the move of the main post office from náměstí Míru to 
the edge of the factory site as ambivalent. Some reflect this as a reason to go to 
the site and to attract other services and shops there, while others view the move 
as strongly negative, as the current location of the branch is, in their words, 
outside their regular routes and services they would seek in Zlín. While some 
residents would approve of the proposal to build additional residential space 
in the former factory buildings, others are vehemently opposed. They see the 
solution for empty buildings in attracting new investors and entrepreneurs for 
whom this part of the city could provide an environment for development. 
Communication partners from the older of the two age groups interviewed 
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repeatedly referred to the factory site as a ghetto. For them, the factory site had 
been a closed place for much of their lives, surrounded by a fence with entrance 
and entry gates, a guarded space with no room for improvisation or chance. 
However, this controlled space has been opened up, made accessible and is now 
more or less freely available to any of the inhabitants of Zlín. They reflect on 
this change as positive and unexpected, as the essence of the original area was 
the idea of enclosure, control, and permanence. It was, therefore, unlikely that 
such a drastic change in its functioning and accessibility could have occurred.  

The theme of reconstruction or a kind of recycling of spaces and places runs 
through almost all the interviews. This issue is coming to light thanks to the 
factory site, which is largely being repaired or has already been repaired. The 
locals welcome renovations, but they should not overly disturb the Batian 
architecture and homogeneity of the city.  

The visual reconstruction itself seems satisfactory to the locals. Sooner or 
later, however, it will come to the question of what functions the reconstructed 
or revitalised spaces now fulfil in the city. While the current county library 
building, located in a former factory site, has been spruced up, refurbished, and, 
according to many, visually successful, its former drabness was again consistent 
with its former function as a shoe manufacturing site. Therefore, the various 
functions may change, but they also carry a claim on how the building will look. 
The revitalised spaces were generally evaluated positively, but in most cases, 
according to interviewees, the renovations were due to their poor condition. 
The renovation is evaluated, among other things, according to whether the old 
space offers a use to ordinary residents and whether they actually use it. 

The centre of the city 
When we ask the question of what a city centre is, we are unlikely to arrive at a 
satisfactory answer for everyone. Opinions on what a city centre is, what is not, 
and what parameters such a place should or must meet are diverse. For 
example, is the city centre the place where most people congregate? Based on 
the testimonies, this could be one of the possible perspectives we can lean 
towards.  

In conversations with informants, I came across three opinions regarding the 
city centre and its possible identification. The first group of interviewees 
declared that there is no centre in Zlín. They attributed this to the city’s 
historical development, when the centre of action, of work, was the factory area, 
which, according to them, has lost its primacy, is no longer usable, and no new 
centre has been created. Thus, the urban order subordinated to the factory did 
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not allow the creation of a centre for a long time. Now that not so many people 
are moving around in it, it is impossible to create another centre in Zlín 
artificially. However, it does not happen naturally either, even though the Peace 
Square with the town hall would be the prerequisite for a new centre. The 
second group of opinions supports the view that Zlín has its centre and is Peace 
Square with the town hall or the Golden Apple shopping mall. In this case, the 
centre must meet the requirements of a wide range of shops and services, space 
for events such as Christmas or Easter markets, open-air concerts, and space for 
gatherings and meetings. The third group of respondents finds two centres in 
Zlín, which are connected on the one hand but perceived separately on the other 
hand. Thus, Peace Square and Work Square were described as two imaginary 
centres of the city that coexist. Although a park connects them and they are 
within walking distance, they form two similar entities in their functions and 
possibilities. The two latter groups agree that the factory site is no longer the 
centre of the city’s life. However, the views on its new use and its potential differ 
diametrically from one statement to another.  

Representation 
While talking about the functions of the city, its representative function cannot 
be forgotten. After all, the regional city status was often mentioned during the 
interviews. It is probably why its dignity was emphasised by many of its 
inhabitants. According to inhabitants’ testimonies, it is determined by the visual 
representation of objects in the city and the availability and quality of services. 
The buildings that a foreigner could see during his stay in the city were most 
often rated as those that should represent, look good, and be properly 
maintained, as well as the spaces around them. For example, the local bus and 
train stations were given the undeniable role of representing outsiders. These 
places were emphasised firstly because of their function, namely ensuring the 
arrival and departure of people to and from the city. Secondly, because of their, 
in the words of interviewees, poor condition and alarming need for 
reconstruction. It is possible to talk about the importance of the first impression. 
The partners in the interviews pointed to them, among other things, because 
they are among the first places by which a visitor forms an opinion of where he 
or she has arrived. The residents considered the square, the town hall building, 
and other important buildings of the city as other settings of representation, 
again mainly referring to their Baťa’s history.  

However, not only buildings represent the city (Jász, 2018). The events that 
take place in the urban space also play a role. The Zlín Film Festival and the 
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Barum Czech Rallye were consistently considered the two most important ones. 
Although these events are not of a material nature, they nevertheless modify 
the city during their duration. Ms Marie (22 years old, secondary school 
education with a high school diploma, native Zlínite) emphasises: “So that they 
can appreciate... that Zlín has an interesting history. I appreciate it, I appreciate the 
Film Festival, Barumka, because these are events that have a long history, they are 
famous.” Firstly, these events are associated with external representation, and 
secondly, they are associated as an integral part of Zlín’s values and identity 
with which its inhabitants can identify.  

Educational potential of the city through the eyes of its inhabitants  
In the eyes of the inhabitants of Zlín, Tomáš Bat’a University brings the city 
potential for development and new impulses. It does so primarily by bringing 
and attracting young people to the city, who are, in this context, associated with 
the potential for improving the city’s status. The university, this educational 
institution, can thus be considered as one of the dominant determinants of the 
establishment of the space today, seen through the eyes of the research partners. 
University students, with their needs and lifestyles, are significantly 
transforming the city’s spirit, and the city is also trying to adapt to their 
lifestyles. According to the testimonies, the new lifestyle trend is entirely 
different from the original Baťa spirit, and this changeability of the times is 
perceived as natural and inherently correct. For many people, the distinctive 
feature is no longer the factory site but the buildings of the local university. The 
city symbol remains education, formerly the Bata School of Labour, now a 
university bearing his name.  

Collective memory and mental maps 
When discussing collective memory in sociology, it is almost impossible to 
avoid collective consciousness as understood by É. Durkheim. Collective ideas 
are not an inherent part of the individual; they enter his/her identity as a result 
of living in society. Collective action is defined in relation to individual action 
(Durkheim, 1977; Misztal, 2003). According to the French historian P. Nora, 
collective memory needs physical support. In the space that a specific collective 
memory occupies, there must necessarily be external objects that materialise 
transmitted traditions, values, rights, and meanings (Nora, 1989).  

A lot of my communication partners worked indirectly in their accounts 
with the discourse that there is a kind of unwritten assumption of pre-
understanding of the city if one is a permanent resident. My informants would 
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find suspicious the actions of a Zlíner that did not correspond to the familiarity 
and habitualisation of the urban space in question. This context of actorhood in 
urban space is also discussed by Ferenčuhová, Galčanová, and Vacková, who 
differentiate how one is familiar with the city. They present this through the 
example of the layperson, for whom the key is not what he/she knows about a 
particular space but that he/she knows. Thus, in everyday life, there is an 
unspoken assumption that other people in the city, like us, know, possess a set 
of knowledge about space and place, respect this knowledge, and consider it 
the norm. This approach helps to form and maintain trust between people in an 
otherwise anonymous city (Ferenčuhová, Galčanová, Vacková, 2010: 116–117).  

Thus, I consider the above-described latent structures of knowledge, 
predictions of the city inhabitants about the space and their sharing to be a 
significant element of the analysis and interpretation of the ways of self-
identification of the inhabitants of the city with this space. The way of self-
identification can also be indirectly demonstrated by the dichotomisation of 
habitus and knowledge packages about a given space in its inhabitants and in 
outsiders who are not so familiar with the environment. Jász (2018) uses this 
aspect to describe this. In his text, he mentions various cultural differences that 
can separate us as foreigners from the same understanding of a place as its 
inhabitants, presumably members of the prevailing culture and social 
establishment, have of it. The urban terrain is culturally shaped, and people are 
reversibly transformed by it. As a clearly understandable example, Jász 
presents when an individual from a city where driving on the right side of the 
road is the norm arrives in a culturally different terrain where driving on the 
left is the norm. We experience the space here in diametrically different ways 
depending on whether we are residents or strangers. Drawing on Rowe and 
Koetter in his text, Jász breaks away from holistic conceptions of the city and 
views space and planning such space as particular acts. These are directed 
according to the heterogeneous political influences, the diverse intentions of 
inhabitants or foreigners, the specificities of the terrain or the heterogeneous 
use of space. In this way, he sets himself against Le Corbusier’s notion of the 
urban environment, utopian planning, and architecture, which was primarily 
meant to respect the prevailing ideology (Jász 2018). In this way, he presents a 
diametrically different attitude towards the city than the one with which Zlín 
was built and with which its current inhabitants still have to work to some 
extent. 
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“An environmental image may be analysed into three components: 
identity, structure, and meaning. It is useful to abstract these for 
analysis, if it is remembered that in reality they always appear 
together. A workable image requires first the identification of an 
object, which implies its distinction from other things, its 
recognition as a separable entity. This is called identity, not in the 
sense of equality with something else, but with the meaning of 
individuality or oneness. Second, the image must include the spatial 
or pattern relation of the object to the observer and to other objects. 
Finally, this object must have some meaning for the observer, 
whether practical or emotional. Meaning is also a relation, but quite 
a different one from spatial or pattern relation.” (Lynch, 2004: 8) 

To orient themselves in space, individuals use many ways to keep themselves 
from getting lost, for example, by creating mental maps. We discussed this topic 
several times in the interviews, especially when we asked about landmarks or 
key points that should perform this orientation function. It turned out that this 
function in Zlín is mainly performed by the buildings built during the Baťa era 
in the city centre, which carry a historical legacy and have been present in the 
city for a very long time, throughout the life of the interviewees. However, it 
cannot be, for example, a random building from the entire factory site; such a 
building becomes a focal point only when it is permanently assigned a function 
that residents know about, can potentially use, or see the use of such a building. 

Conclusion 

In order to answer the research question of the ways in which residents self-
identify with Zlín’s urban space and how they differ generationally, it was 
necessary to clarify what concepts and theories I would be using during 
research, as many of the terms I was working with have multiple meanings in 
the general discourse. The concept of identity and self-identification is widely 
debated in sociological or anthropological literature, and no universally 
accepted definition exists. In this study, we work with a constructivist grasp of 
self-identification and identity, thus considering them socially determined and 
permanently shaped by individuals. They are fluid and subject to internal and 
external influences to which they respond. One of the possible influences is the 
city, the space in which one is present and in which one experiences one’s 
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everyday life. Urban space is also not immutable and constant. It is a dynamic 
organism that is influenced and influences itself. It is a self-reproductive level 
attributed to space by both the author and her communication partners.  

The complexity of defining concepts related to space is mentioned by 
Sennett and Kratochvíl (2012: 102) when they discuss the ambiguity of the 
concept of public space. According to Sennett and Kratochvil, public space is 
defined primarily qualitatively by its ability to carry social and political 
meanings. Using the example of Zlín, I wanted to demonstrate how difficult it 
is to clearly define the concepts we commonly work with in professional and 
lay discourse. In reading the accounts of the communication partners, I tried to 
lean towards their definitions and understandings of the concepts they used to 
describe their own perceptions and experiences of Zlín; I further related these 
concepts to the literature.  

In exploring the differences in the pathways of self-identification, I thus 
encountered elements shared and not shared by the two age groups studied. In 
both cases, it is possible to divide the perceived factors here into internal, those 
less critically accepted, and external, those more analytically reflected. The 
fundamental difference between the age groups in the sample was determined 
by the different lived experiences of the individuals, which are lined by the 
spirit of the times and contemporary society. Aspects not critically evaluated by 
informants according to this distribution include self-identification with a place 
based on habit, childhood lived in that place, and the accentuated past or 
continuing influence of the Baťa company on the city. For these aspects, we find 
rather a consensus between the age cohorts. The aspects that are subject to 
critical evaluation by the inhabitants of the city and are viewed somewhat 
differently across the age cohorts include the territorial location of the city, its 
terrain and location in relation to the Czech Republic and other cities, the 
usability and use of spaces, indoor or outdoor, by the inhabitants.  

Zlín, as a city with a not-so-common historical development in the context 
of the Czech Republic, offered the possibility that the influence of Tomáš Bat’a 
on the development of the city in the interwar period would be reflected in the 
understanding of its own identity of its inhabitants. Not only was this aspect 
noticeable in the obtained testimonies. In the analytical part, the author divides 
the obtained information into several subchapters, which are closely 
interconnected. The aspects involved in forming the inhabitants’ identity in 
relation to the city have been divided into those that are critically reflected upon 
by the informants themselves and those not subject to such critical analysis. 
Natural links to the city would include childhood memories and collective or 
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shared awareness of the history of the place and the city, which is inseparable 
from the shoe industry. In contrast, aspects often mentioned when confronting 
this city with other cities were its geographical location, prosperity, and 
potential for development as well as the assessment of the use and suitability of 
the various sites in the city and their variability.  

This division of the localised pathways of self-identification is the main 
answer to the research question. There are also differences in how residents 
relate to the city; people are exempt from reading their experience of the city 
critically at some points, for example, when talking about things they are used 
to in the city, but when discussing other aspects, such as the range of shops or 
services, cultural or sporting offerings of the city, they are critical and relate 
their assessments to a comparison of the extent of these aspects in Zlín and other 
cities in the Czech Republic. It can be concluded that the relegation of the 
existing Zlín to the imaginary periphery of the Czech Republic is perceived by 
its inhabitants as a deficit of the city and, thus, as their own loss or limitation of 
some opportunities.  

The statements also revealed suggestions that have been elaborated by other 
social scientists. These included, for example, representations of power in urban 
space. This opened a discussion of the self-reproductive role of the city. It is not 
the city itself but its inhabitants who ascribe meanings to it and then affirm these 
meanings by sharing ideas about the city. There is, therefore, a dialectical 
relationship between space, place, and its actors. The inhabitants of the city 
attribute meanings to places and act according to these ascriptive meanings.  

The author’s work focused on possible perceptions of self-identification 
depending on the informants’ age. In this respect, it can be summarised that 
different perceptions can be found mainly in aspects and ways of self-
identification and experience of the city, which are subjected to critical analysis 
and comparison and are related to different life experiences and their scope. 
The phenomenon of Baťa is, however, probably the one through which a 
satisfactory explanation is achieved. While the younger of the two generations 
have an experience of this historical phase of the city mediated primarily 
through people who have not experienced the city’s greatest flowering, the 
older generation either has this experience directly or mediated by people who 
have experienced the period themselves. It brings us to the conclusion that self-
identification is not an individual act. It is undoubtedly a social construction 
that is subject to the influence of the environment, not only the manifest but also 
the latent. Thus, the role of collective memory in the case of Zlín should 
certainly not be neglected, but neither should it be the one that is being 
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promoted since it is far from alone in the equation during the discussion of the 
ways of forming human identity in relation to the city. I see the finding that city 
dwellers possess a specific set of knowledge about the city that is a natural part 
of their discourse as an essential point of this thesis. Individuals in possession 
of this expect the same from other residents. This expectation is elaborated in 
the passages dealing with collective memory, which, while shared, is also 
individually shaped.  

This case study has thus enriched the view of the dialectical relationship 
between the city and its inhabitants with an initial enumeration of the aspects 
that may contribute to the self-identification of the inhabitants with this 
particular urban space. However, it is impossible to forget the specificity of each 
city and its inhabitants, who are neither a homogeneous group nor can it be 
assumed that the conclusions presented here could be fully valid for the 
inhabitants of other cities. Cities and their inhabitants have a different history, 
an unmistakable collective memory, their own architectural background, a 
different type of infrastructure and much more. Zlín is embedded in the 
identities of its inhabitants in various ways, and one potential division of such 
embeddedness in the city and the means of existence of just such a relationship 
to it may be the age according to which the path of self-identification can be 
oriented.  
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Appendix No. 1: View from “21” of the former Bata works (picture) 

Source: Turistický informační portál města Zlína (2023 – reproduction 
from: http://www.ic-zlin.cz/24942-soucasne-fotografie 

Appendix No. 2: Picture of Peace Square (picture) 

Source: Turistický informační portál města Zlína (2023 – reproduction from: 
http://www.ic-zlin.cz/24954-letecke-snimky) 
Appendix No. 3: Aerial view of the city centre in the late 1960s (picture) 
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Source: Turistický informační portál města Zlína (2023 – reproduction from: 
http://www.ic-zlin.cz/24954-letecke-snimky) 

Apendix No. 4: Aerial view of the city centre in the late 1930s (picture) 

Source: Turistický informační portál města Zlína (2023 – reproduction from: 
http://www.ic-zlin.cz/24954-letecke-snimky) 
Appendix No. 5: View of the Jižní Svahy housing estate (picture) 
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Source: Turistický informační portál města Zlína (2023 – reproduction from: 
http://www.ic-zlin.cz/24954-letecke-snimky) 

Appendix No. 6: View of the factory area in the direction of Malenovice 
(picture) 

Source: Turistický informační portál města Zlína (2023 – reproduction from: 
http://www.ic-zlin.cz/24942-soucasne-fotografie?page=1) 
Appendix No. 7: The Grand Cinema building (picture) 
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Source: Turistický informační portál města Zlína (2023 – reproduction from: 
http://www.ic-zlin.cz/24942-soucasne-fotografie?page=1) 

Appendix No. 8: Bata houses (picture) 

Source: Turistický informační postál města Zlína (2023 – reproduction from: 
http://www.ic-zlin.cz/24954-letecke-snimky) 
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Appendix No. 9: Characteristics of respondents (table) 
Nickname Gender Age Highest education Place 

of 
birth 

Characterisation of 
Zlín 

Anežka Woman 18 Primary school Zlín Red, trees, modern, 
flexible, clean, 
systematic 

Beáta Woman 18 Primary school Zlín Half-houses, South 
Bohemians, 
monuments, T. Bata, 
clean 

Klaudie Woman 19 Primary school Zlín T. Bata, family, green
city, peace, home

Marie Woman 22 Secondary school with 
a high school diploma 

Zlín History, county town, 
university town, 
family, city of youth 

Karolína Woman 23 Secondary school with 
a high school diploma 

Zlín Bata history, modern, 
greenery, T. Bata, Jižní 
Svahy 

Tamara Woman 24 University (Bachelor) Other Friendly, green, with 
cultural life, 
architecturally unique 

Štěpánka Woman 49 University 
(Master’s/Engineering 
degree) 

Other Modern, film city, 
sports city, cultural 
city, university city 

Dagmar Woman 54 University 
(Master’s/Engineering 
degree) 

Zlín Modern, red and green, 
among the hills, home, 
original  

Lída Woman 58 University (doctor´s 
degree) 

Zlín Architecture, haste, 
grey, past, uniqueness 

Olina Woman 59 University 
(Master’s/Engineering 
degree) 

Zlín Modern, pleasant, 
green, developing, on 
the periphery 

Mariana Woman 60 Vocational high 
school with a high 
school diploma 

Zlín Greenery, atypical 

Valentýna Woman 79 Secondary school with 
a high school diploma 

Zlín Batism, disciplined, 
hardworking, sporty 
city 

Veronika Woman 84 High school with an 
apprenticeship 
certificate 

Other Childhood, school, 
Sokol 

Viktor Man 22 Secondary school with 
a high school diploma 

Zlín Greenery, bricks 

Jan Man 53 University 
(Master’s/Engineering 
degree) 

Zlín Greenery, open-air 
museum, long narrow 
noodle, periphery 

Josef Man 59 University 
(Master’s/Engineering 

Zlín Greenery, engineering 
and shoe industry, 
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degree) Bata, Hanzelka and 
Zikmund, functionalist 
architecture 

Adam Man 60 University 
(Master’s/Engineering 
degree) 

Other Part of his adolescence, 
architecturally different 
from other cities 

Pavel Man 61 University (doctor´s 
degree) 

Zlín Cultural, city of sports, 
city of education, 
greenery, fascinating 
setting in the 
countryside 

Marek Man 61 University 
(Master’s/Engineering 
degree) 

Zlín Atypical architecture 

David Man 77 High school with an 
apprenticeship 
certificate 

Zlín City of sport, youth, 
community, or 
neighbourhood 

Šárka Kopecká 
sarka.kopecka@email.cz 

Faculty of Social Sciences 
Charles University 
Prague 
Czech Republic 
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