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This study seeks to address both the theoretical and empirical aspects of national holidays’ 
selection. Noting a breadth of historical events that a state may choose to celebrate, this study 
asks how and why only some events are selected for national remembrance and 
commemoration. I answer this question by considering the role of national holidays in politics 
of history and memory and state- and nation-building. Using an example of the Russian 
government replacing an established public holiday — the Revolution Day, celebrated on 7 
November — with a new holiday — the National Unity Day, celebrated on 4 November — I 
set out to demonstrate how the choice of historical events for national celebration hinges on 
their potentiality to be reconstructed and deployed for the present political agendas.  

The seventh of November 2017 marks a centennial of the Great October Socialist 
Revolution, a name picked out by the Soviet regime in reference to the Bolsheviks’ 
seizure of power in Petrograd (St. Petersburg). This date became an official public 
holiday in the Soviet Union in 1918, and the tradition to celebrate it had lingered for 
more than seventy years. It is understandably so as this event symbolized the beginning 
of the world’s first self-proclaimed socialist state. The holiday outlived the demise of 
the Soviet Union, if only under a different name, but was abolished in 2005. A new 
holiday — the Unity Day — commemorating the events that took place on 4 
November 1612 was introduced the same year instead. In 2012-2013, Russians in 
Russia and abroad observed the 400th anniversary of the seventeenth-century events 
memorialized by the new official celebration. 

Using an example of the Russian government replacing an established public 
holiday with a new one (and one centenary with another), this study seeks to address 
the theoretical and empirical aspects of national holidays’ selection. How and why do 
states select past events for national remembrance and commemoration? Building on 
the scholarship on politics of history and memory in nationalism and nation-building, I 
argue that national commemorations are important tools for deploying past events for 
the present political agendas. As part of the official narrative that seeks to fuse state 
with the nation, national holidays assist in the state’s legitimation. It is this political 
function of national holidays — their ability to present, assert, and legitimize political 
authority — that help us understand how certain aspects of the past are selected for 
collective remembrance and celebration. Based on the analysis of the Russian 
government’s decision to commemorate the events of November 1612, this study 
demonstrates how the choice of historical events for national celebration hinges on 
their potentiality to be reconstructed and deployed for the present political agendas.  
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The replacement of one national holiday with another in Russia highlights an 
element of arbitrariness of dates, discussed by Andrew Hom in his concluding essay. It 
also speaks to the ways in which the “politics of forgetting” interlace all “politics of 
memory and remembering”. This is a theme foregrounded in several articles of this 
special issue: Jessica Auchter’s analysis of the United States overlooking and 
forgetting the “Great War” in favour of the Second World War; Jeremy Youde’s 
discussion of the forgotten 1918-1919 influenza pandemic; Matt McDonald’s probe 
into the politics of memorialization of the ANZAC myth; and Cian O’Driscoll’s 
contemplations about the possibility of simultaneously knowing and forgetting the past 
by acknowledging one nation’s lived experiences without allowing them to dictate its 
future. 

This study begins with a brief overview of Russia’s old and new holidays — 7 
November and 4 November respectively, followed by a theoretical discussion of 
political functions of national days. The next two sections explore how Russia’s new 
national holiday has served to project and shape Russia’s national identity for domestic 
and international audiences, and legitimize the governing regime. The conclusion to the 
paper highlights the heuristic qualities of national holidays for studying the intersection 
of politics and history in the making of nations.  

A Backstory on the Russian Holidays 
For eighty-eight years, the USSR and Russia that succeeded it after the Soviet Union’s 
breakup observed the anniversary of the Great October Socialist Revolution. 
Celebrated on 7 November,1 this national holiday commemorated an armed 
insurrection in Petrograd that toppled the provisional government of Russia, paving the 
way for the eventual seizure of power by the Bolsheviks and the establishment of the 
world’s first self-proclaimed socialist state. The inaugural celebration of the October 
Revolution took place in 1918. Annual celebrations continued, and over time the 
holiday acquired its own protocol, which involved workers’ demonstrations across 
Russia and military parades on Moscow’s Red Square. The Soviets followed these 
ceremonial traditions religiously. Even in 1941, Stalin held a fifteen-minute parade in 
the besieged Soviet capital to mark the twenty-fourth anniversary of the October 
Revolution.  

Following the collapse of the Soviet Union, the first Russian government 
discontinued many Soviet practices to mark the departure from the Communist past. In 
1996, Russia’s President Boris Yeltsin signed a presidential degree renaming the Day 
of October Revolution as the Day of Accord and Reconciliation still celebrated on 7 
November. The motivation behind this change was to reconcile the profound 
disagreements over how to remember the Revolution and its negative and positive 
impact on Russia’s history. The new holiday, however, found little support among 
Russia’s political factions. Russia’s liberals and conservatives scorned Yeltsin’s 
attempt to deploy the Revolution as a symbol of unity, accusing the president of 
“stripping the past of meaning” and trying “to reconcile people by decree”.2 
Subsequently, in November 2004, Russia’s Duma approved a draft law of changes to 

                                                 
1 Until 1992, 8 November was also a public holiday in Russia. The October Revolution took place on 
25 October 1917 (hence the name) based on the Old Style (Julian) calendar used in the Tsarist Russia. 
This date corresponds to 7 November in the New Style (Gregorian) calendar adopted by the 
Bolshevik government. 
2 As cited in Kathleen E. Smith, Mythmaking in the New Russia: Politics and Memory During the 
Yeltsin Era (Ithaca, 2002), p.84. 
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Russia’s Labour Code abolishing 7 November as the national holiday and introducing a 
new holiday — the Unity Day — celebrated on 4 November. Publicly supported by the 
Patriarch Kirill of Moscow and All Russia, the initiative received approval of the 
Russian Parliament, making the Unity Day a new official holiday. 

According to official interpretation, 4 November marks “remarkable and heroic 
events of 1612” when “peoples of different faiths, ethnicities, and classes united for 
one purpose — to save their motherland and to defend the Russian nationhood”, ergo, 
the name of the holiday. “It was a real national unity in the name of the future of our 
country”, explained Vladimir Putin in 2005.3 Many historians consider these events as 
an impetus to the end of the “Time of Troubles”, a period of chaos and weak rule in 
Russia comprising the years of interregnum between the death of the last Russian Tsar 
of the Rurik Dynasty in 1598 and the establishment of the Romanov Dynasty in 1613.4 
The writings on Russia’s history paint a tragic picture of the country of the early-
seventeenth century. A devastating famine killed one-third of its population. Several 
“Pseudo-Demetrius”, allegedly the sons of Ivan the Terrible, laid claims on the vacant 
Russian throne. Hermogenes, the Orthodox Patriarch of Moscow and All Russia, was 
exiled from the capital. The forces of the Catholic Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth 
seized the Moscow Kremlin, whereas the Protestant Swedes occupied Novgorod. 
Moscow’s nobility, engrossed in infighting, swore allegiance to Polish Prince 
Wladislav in the end.5 A modern historical narrative proceeds to tell the story how the 
Russian people, antagonized by this “treachery”, supported the creation of the people’s 
militia, which liberated Moscow from the foreign occupiers in October (Old Style) of 
1612 led by Kuzma Minin and Dmitry Pozharsky. The following year, a Grand 
National Assembly elected Michael Romanov as the Tsar of Russia, thus founding the 
dynasty that ruled Russia until 1917.  

Upon a closer historical inspection, nothing noteworthy occurred on 4 November 
(22 October) 1612. By then, the liberation campaign was already under way, and the 
army of Cossacks led by Prince Dmitry Trubetskoi, not Pozharky’s troops, regained 
parts of Moscow. The besieged garrison of the Catholic Polish-Lithuanian 
Commonwealth capitulated a month later, and its surrender did not end the “Times of 
Troubles” in Russia.6 The liberation of Moscow did not halt civil conflicts ravaging the 
country. Russia’s war with Sweden ended in 1617 with a large Swedish territorial gain. 
The war with the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth concluded a year later and also 
cost Russia considerable territorial concessions. The scuffles between the Cossacks and 
Pozharsky’s militia, whose religious makeup remains a riddle for many historians, 
almost escalated into all-out war, and a host of Russian territories did not recognize the 
Grand National Assembly’s jurisdiction. All in all, there was little “national” or 
“people’s” unity behind the events of November 1612. Furthermore, Russian 
legislators miscalculated the anniversary of Moscow’s liberation by three days while 
translating the seventeenth-century dates of events recorded in the Julian calendar into 

                                                 
3 NEWSru.com, “V Rossii Vperchye Otmechaetsia Den’ Narodnogo Edinstva”, 4 November 2005 
<http://www.newsru.com/russia/04nov2005/edinstvo.html>, accessed 2 November 2016. 
4 Victor Yasmann, “Russia: New Russian Holiday Has More Behind It Than National Unity”, 
RFE/RL, 4 November 2005 <http://www.rferl.org/content/article/1062670.html>, accessed 3 
November 2016. 
5 Chester S.L. Dunning, Russia’s First Civil War: The Time of Troubles and the Founding of the 
Romanov Dynasty (Pennsylvania, 2001). 
6 George Vernadsky, A History of Russia (New Haven, 1969), p.120. 
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new dates in the Gregorian calendar.7 Why did the Russian government select the 
period of 1612 and events of 4 November for national celebration?  

Theorizing National Commemorations  
In an effort to theorize the functions of national commemorations and choices that 
states make about historical events they wish to celebrate, I turn to the scholarship on 
the politics of history and memory in nationalism and nation-building. Regardless of a 
theoretical perspective on nationalism, representational practices are central to nation-
building. The narratives of national origin, the stories about national character, and 
events’ interpretations are essential for a nation.8 To serve as glue for the nation, these 
representations need to be traced back in time so that the nation is conferred with a 
privileged and valorised role in a temporally extended narrative.9 History is, therefore, 
the “backbone” of national identity as claims to unity, power, and territory are typically 
grounded in representations of a common past.10 

History is paramount not only for a “virulent” nationalism11 associated with the 
politics of new states, right-wing parties, and separatist movements. The continued 
celebration of the past is critical for rejuvenating and reproducing the established 
nations.12 However, it is the cases of regime change that entail a confrontation with the 
past, since a new future calls for a new history. Nationalist history is one way of 
gathering together the new past, present, and future for establishing or symbolizing 
social cohesion and membership within the new national community and legitimizing 
new relations of authority and institutions.13 

Because the preoccupations of the present play such a role in the nations’ 
engagement with the past, the renditions of history procured for creating or reinforcing 
national identities and generating political authority has been likened to “political 
myths” and “invented histories”.14 These narratives about the past events that give them 
significance for the present and the future are part of the broader political “mythscape” 
linking the members of the nation with their forbears and successors in a single 
symbolic and narrative universe.15 

                                                 
7 Vladislav Nazarov, “4 Noyabria. Zloklucheniia Odnoi Rossiiskoi Daty”, Vokrug Sveta, 1 November 
2005 <http://www.vokrugsveta.ru/vs/article/1507/>, accessed 3 November 2017. 
8 Duncan S.A. Bell, “Mythscapes: Memory, Mythology, and National Identity,” The British Journal 
of Sociology, Vol. 54 (March 2003), p.69. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Susana Carvalho and François Gemenne, “Introduction”, in Susana Carvalho and François 
Gemenne, eds, Nations and Their Histories: Constructions and Representations (New York, 2009), 
pp.1-6; Igor Torbakov, “History, Memory and National Identity: Understanding the Politics of 
History and Memory Wars in Post-Soviet Lands”, Democratizatsiya, Vol. 19 (June 2011), pp.209-
232. 
11 Ernest Gellner, Nations and Nationalism, 2nd ed. (Ithaca, 2009). Focusing on the place of the 
assassination of the Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria by a Bosnian Serb in the context of Serbian 
and Bosnian contemporary anxieties, Jelena Subotic’s contribution to this special issue also addresses 
ways in which these dates can generate ontological insecurity in the nations. 
12 Michael Billig, Banal Nationalism (Thousand Oaks, CA, 1995), p.5. 
13 Torbakov, “History, Memory and National Identity”. 
14 Bernard Lewis, History – Remembered, Recovered, Invented (Princeton, 1975); Carvalho and 
Gemenne, “Introduction”, p.2; Thomas Sherlock, Historical Narratives in the Soviet Union and Post-
Soviet Russia: Destroying the Settled past, Creating an Uncertain Future (New York, 2007), p.3. 
15 Bell, “Mythscapes: Memory, Mythology, and National Identity,” p.63. 



A New Russian Holiday Has More Behind It Than National Unity 433 

One way to externalize, reaffirm, and reproduce shared history is through collective 
acts of remembrance. National commemorations are important devices for transmitting 
and retelling the past, and deploying history in the national narrative.16 Because they 
are celebrated once a year or even less frequently, national holidays have been dubbed 
“relatively weak and extremely unstable signifiers” of national identity compared to, 
for example, national currency, flag, and anthem, which foster nationalism perennially 
in almost subliminal ways.17 Still, by sheer virtue of the powerful exposure to the 
rituals, practices, and discourses accompanying national celebrations, it is almost 
impossible not to notice national holidays. It is precisely this element of “calendrical 
coercion” that can turn national holidays into a powerful tool in the national 
construction.18  

What follows from this discussion is that political myths and commemorative 
practices that reproduce them are valued for their role as markers and shapers of 
national identity. They also serve an important political function of power legitimation. 
All power holders seek to control the depiction of the past for legitimizing their 
authority and affirming the rights and values of the group they represent.19 National 
commemorations are, therefore, valued for their ability to represent, assert, and 
legitimise old and new forms of authority and substantiate policy preferences of the 
ruling administrations.20 In many political contexts, particularly in the authoritarian 
ones, the legitimizing and national identity-forming functions of national holidays are 
mutually reinforcing. In other words, by “flagging” nationalism, national holidays 
comprise an important aspect of nationalist legitimacy, which refers to political 
discourses evoking nationalist beliefs to justify the government’s right to govern. 

It is these political functions of national commemorations that help us understand 
how certain aspects of the past are selected for collective remembrance and celebration. 
Being part of the broader political “mythscape”, i.e., the discursive realm where 
political myths about the nation and political authority are forged and reproduced, 
national history and commemorations are intimately connected to official ideology that 
seeks to fuse the state with the nation. While the “invented history” can provide the 
basis for political ideology, the political ideology, too, often gives rise to political 
myths.21 In other words, the choice of events for national commemoration hinges on 
their potentiality to provide “historical evidence” in support of the present political 
agendas.  

In this regard, the events that can be converted into the so-called “foundation myths” 
— dramatic stories describing how and for what purpose an idealized protagonist 
                                                 
16 Ibid.; Eric Hobsbawm, “Introduction: Inventing Traditions,” in Eric Hobsbawm and Terence 
Ranger, eds, The Invention of Tradition (Cambridge, 1983), p.1; David McCrone and Gayle 
McPherson, “Introduction”, in David McCrone and Gayle McPherson, eds, Constructing and 
Mobilising National Identity (New York, 2009), pp.1-9, 1. 
17  Michael E. Geisler, “The Calendar Conundrum: National Days as Unstable Signifiers”, in David 
McCrone and Gayle McPherson, Constructing and Mobilising National Identity (New York, 2009), 
pp.10-25, 14. 
18 Ibid., p.17; John R. Gillis, Commemorations: The Politics of National Identity (Princeton, 1994), 
p.5. 
19 Sherlock, Historical Narratives in the Soviet Union and Post-Soviet Russia, p.5. 
20 See, for example, Leonard Binder, Political Development in a Changing Society (Berkeley, CA, 
1962), pp. 34-35; Charles K. Mulinda, “Public Holidays in Post-Independence Rwanda: A Historical 
Reading of Some Speeches”, Journal of African Conflicts and Peace Studies, Vol. 2, 1 (2013), pp.96-
119. 
21 Sherlock, Historical Narratives in the Soviet Union and Post-Soviet Russia, p.4. 
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created a political entity, which character continues shaping the modern political 
system — are particularly important. In the Soviet Union, the commemoration of the 
October Revolution and the cult of Lenin served as the powerful institutionalized 
expressions of the revolutionary mythology and symbolic bonds between the 
Communist Party and the people. The myth of the “American Founding Fathers” has 
served a similar function in the mass dimensions of legitimacy of political institutions 
in the United States.22 The vital purpose of the “foundation myths” is to prevent the 
decline of popular legitimacy and the rise of mass opposition to the governing regime.   

The legitimising behaviour of states is not bound by domestic context, but extends 
to international audiences. National holidays can assist the state in fulfilling its need for 
international recognition. The event and time chosen for celebration memorializes 
national struggles, and is used to codify these experiences and national symbolic into 
the consciousness of not only domestic, but also external observers.23 Through their 
dramatic rendition of past events, national holidays can provide concrete reference 
points for often elusive and abstract principles and ideas contained in the official 
political ideology that can inform the state’s foreign policy.24 

Russia’s Unity Day in Putin’s Repertoire of Power Legitimation  
Following the collapse of the USSR, both the new Russian government and the 
Russian public faced a conundrum: while the former were struck by the crisis of 
legitimacy, the latter experienced the crisis of identity. The Yeltsin regime initially 
sought to build its legitimacy and Russia’s national identity on the idea of 
democratization and joining the civilized world of the Western nations.25 Faced with 
the conservative backlash that deepened the legitimacy crisis, Yeltsin directed a series 
of initiatives for identifying a set of principles and ideas capable of inspiring Russian 
citizens to unite as a nation.26 When he stepped down as a president, he had not found a 
national idea for the Russians.27  

Upon his accession to power in 1999, Vladimir Putin had moved deliberately to 
resurrect Russia’s national identity, provide Russian citizens with a unifying ideology 
and re-establish Russia’s image internally and abroad.28 Putin linked the idea of 
consensual national identity to the issue of common values: patriotism, social 
solidarity, and beliefs in the greatness of Russia.29 He promoted the revival of the 
Russian Orthodox Church (ROC) emphasizing the church’s principles of 
communitarianism over Western individualism and views of religion as a spiritual 
compass in individuals’ lives.30 The centrality of these values in Russia’s national 
identity narrative has been accompanied by references to those events and figures from 
                                                 
22 Ibid., p.8. 
23 David McCrone and Gayle McPherson, “Marking Time: The Significance of National Days”, in 
McCrone and McPherson, Constructing and Mobilising National Identity, pp.212-221, 215. 
24 Ibid., p.213. 
25 Torbakov, “History, Memory and National Identity.” 
26 “Yelstin o ‘natsional’noi idee’,” Nezavisimaia Gazeta, 13 July 1996, p.1 
27 Smith, Mythmaking in the New Russia, p.158. 
28 Vladimir Putin, First Person: An Astonishingly Frank Self-Portrait by Russia’s President, with 
Nataliya Gevorkyan, Natalya Timakova, and Andrei Kolesnikov, translated by Catherine A. 
Fitzpatrick (New York, 2000), pp.209-229.  
29 Ibid. 
30 Fiona Hill, “How Vladimir Putin’s World View Shapes Russian Foreign Policy”, in Margot Light 
and David Cadier, Russia’s Foreign Policy: Ideas, Domestic Politics and External Relations 
(London, 2015), pp.42-64, 45. 
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the Russian past, which symbolize these qualities and values. For example, the theme 
of Russia’s victory in the Great Patriotic War (Second World War) has been amplified, 
and the Soviet Union period underwent official rehabilitation.  

It is in this context that the idea of a new Unity Day resurfaced for the first time. The 
seventh of November lost its emotive appeal even before the USSR’s collapse. The 
creative theatrical acts and festivals staged in celebration of the Revolution’s 
anniversary eventually gave way to ceremonial parades where the state demonstrated 
its achievements. Soviet citizens who were ordered to take part in the official 
celebrations grew increasingly cynical toward the Kremlin-imposed rituals.31 In the 
1990s, the day of October Revolution became a day of protests against liberal policies 
of the Yeltsin administration. Although Russians’ support for the Communist Party 
surged in 1993, its leadership lacked a narrative base that could translate the memories 
of the Revolution into lessons for their present actions. The liberal and anti-communist 
civic activists began using the holiday for mourning the victims of “Red Genocide” 
thus bringing to light the previously muted and uncomfortable aspects of Russia’s 
history. This pattern of duelling rituals and interpretations to mark the 7 November 
anniversary continued throughout the 1990s leading to a situation where 7 November 
was officially a day off from work but not a “holiday” otherwise observed by the state 
or celebrated by the people.32  

For the Putin government, rescinding 7 November as a national holiday was, in and 
of itself, a symbolic measure flagging the end of a transitional period and beginning a 
new historic era marked by Russia’s own holidays. Simply annulling 7 November was 
not, however, enough.33 The Putin government needed a new holiday, the symbolic and 
political function of which was comparable to that of the “foundation myth” of the 
Great October Revolution. The historical evidence surrounding the events of 4 
November 1612 lent itself to the kind of interpretation that the Putin regime needed at 
then current political conjuncture. 

A note accompanying the draft law on the new Russian holiday introduced in the 
Russian parliament in 2004 explained that events of 7 November 1917 triggered the 
fragmentation of the Russian society and bloody civil war. Therefore, the October 
Revolution could be associated with neither accord nor conciliation. On the other hand, 
the liberation of Moscow from foreign occupiers on 4 November 1612 united Russian 
people and brought an end to “fratricidal bloodshed”.34 Thus, the popular uprising of 
1612 has been framed as a unique example in Russian history when people of different 
ethnic origins and religious affiliations,35 driven by patriotic feelings, united in order to 

                                                 
31 Smith, Mythmaking in the New Russia, pp.80-81. 
32 Ibid., p.83. 
33 To appease Russia’s communists and nationalists outraged by this decision, Putin also eliminated 
the Constitution Day holiday, commemorating Yeltsin’s adoption of the first Russian constitutions on 
12 December 1993, a highly symbolic event for Russia’s liberals. For further information, see 
interview with Valery Tishkov and Georgi Roschin, who took part in the political negotiations over 
the new holiday (“Den’ narodnogo edinstva: Istoriya prazdnika i otnosheniye k nemu rossiyan”, 2 
November 2010, Eho Moskvy <http://echo.msk.ru/programs/we/723287-echo.phtml), accessed 1 
December 2016>. 
34 Eugenia Sokolskaya, “Unity Day: Whose Unity?”, Russian Life, 4 November 2014 
<http://www.russianlife.com/stories/online-archive/unity-day-whose-unity/>, accessed 3 November 
2016. 
35 In his interviews to the domestic and foreign media channels, Vladimir Putin has pointed out the 
role that Tatar detachments played in the liberation of Moscow. This is to stress the fact that peoples 
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save the statehood. These historical events, according to the official narrative, provided 
the basis for Russia’s spiritual rebirth and its establishment as great and sovereign.36 
The “energy” of solidarity and unity accompanying Moscow’s liberation “travelled” 
from one historic epoch to another providing important symbolic capital for the 
Russian people’s heroic feat against Napoleon in 1812 and Nazi Germany during the 
Great Patriotic War.37  

The Russian Orthodox Church (ROC), which has been the Kremlin’s close partner 
on the domestic scene, an active promoter of Russian culture abroad, and an outreach 
to other traditional confessions, gave its official blessing to the new holiday. Before 
1917, the ROC celebrated the feast day of Our Lady of Kazan, one of the most 
important Russian Orthodox icons, on 4 November. However, the Patriarch of Moscow 
and All Russia openly embraced the idea of the Unity Day, reiterating its official 
interpretation. The Church’s website offers accounts of both civil and religious events 
on 4 November suggesting that the ROC views the holiday as a blend of civic and 
religious traditions. To strengthen the idea of “unity” behind the new holiday, the 
leaders of the Inter-Confessional Council, which includes pro-Kremlin Muslim and 
Jewish representatives, published a statement confirming the importance of the holiday 
for the restoration of historical memory and unity of the peoples of Russia.38 

Putin has been known for deploying history as a political tool for advancing his 
political agendas.39 He has used his own interpretations of Russia’s past to cloak his 
regime in the mantle of historical legitimacy and defend his policies and decisions. The 
events of 1612 furnished “historical evidence” that could be effectively woven into the 
regime’s narrative of legitimation.40 In this narrative, the formation of a consensual 
national identity has been named as Russia’s highest priority for national unity as well 
as global greatness.41 The narrative affords the President a popular mandate for 
articulating national values and patriotic obligations on behalf of the Russian people. 
These expectations have been reinforced through appeals to patriotism, which extends 
beyond the feeling of affiliation to the motherland, according to the Russian president, 
but includes the idea of self-sacrifice in the name of Russia.42 Since the Kremlin has 
traditionally perceived Russia and the Russian nation as an entity consolidated around 

                                                                                                                            
of different ethnic and religious backgrounds, including Muslims, have been taking part in building 
the Russian state. 
36 Yulia Likhacheva, “Nation-Building in Contemporary Russia: Debates on Russian National 
Anthem and Day of People’s Unity”, M.A. Thesis submitted to the Central European University 
(Budapest, 2009). There are similar aspects of pride in the multi-ethnic makeup of Yugoslavia 
following the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand, discussed by Jelena Subotic in this special 
issue. Alex Barder’s piece also discusses the multi-ethnic makeup of the Ottoman Empire.  
37 V. Kozlyakov, P. Mikhailov, and Y. Eskin, Den’ Narodnogo Edinstva. Biographiia Prazdnika 
(Moscow, 2009). 
38 Yasmann, “Russia”.  
39 Hill, “How Vladimir Putin’s World View Shapes Russian Foreign Policy”. 
40 “Den’ narodnogo edinstva: Istoriya prazdnika i otnosheniye k nemu rossiyan”. 
41 Speaking at the Valdai International Discussion club, Putin outlined Russia’s urgent need for a 
united national idea: “For us, questions about who we are and who we want to be are increasingly 
prominent in our society [...] the question of finding and strengthening national identity really is 
fundamental for Russia” (Vladimir Putin, speech at the meeting of the Valdai International Discussion 
Club, 19 September 2013, <http://eng.kremlin.ru/news/6007>, accessed 3 November 2016. 
42 Petr Panov, “Nation Building in Post-Soviet Russia: What Kind of Nationalism is Produced by the 
Kremlin?” Journal of Eurasian Studies, Vol. 1 (July 2010), pp.85-94. 
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the state and its leader, the people’s allegiance to the nation has been translated into the 
loyalty to the President.  

In official discourse, the three themes have become circular and mutually 
reinforcing: the government has presented national unity as an important precondition 
for Russia’s power and strength. Vladimir Putin, as a national leader, has been 
discursively vested with the responsibility for providing, sustaining, and defending the 
unity of Russian people. The demand for unity, created by the regime, has been used to 
justify its policies, while success in preserving the unity has been framed into the 
source of the regime’s legitimacy.43 

The Putin administration has sought to build social cohesion on the values of 
patriotism, social solidarity, and beliefs in the greatness of Russia. Until 2006, the 
commemoration of the “Great Patriotic War” appeared to be the main ideological tool 
deployed by the Kremlin for sustaining the Russians’ pride in the nation and fostering 
its social cohesion.44 The “Great Victory” myth has been used to reinforce the idea of 
Russia’s greatness and promote patriotism. Portraying an epic struggle with powerful 
foes from which Russia emerged triumphant saved by the people, the Unity Day has 
offered another “victory” and “foundation myth” for forging Russia’s unity and 
fostering popular legitimacy of President Putin.45 The official interpretation of the 
Unity Day linked the Time of Troubles preceding the events of November 1612 to the 
1990s characterized by internal divisions and foreign interference that threatened 
Russia’s sovereignty and made it a subject of humiliation. The new holiday promised 
stability under the “new dynasty”,46 which claimed its power by making Russia great 
again through the restoration of its unity, among other things.  

The Kremlin has invested considerable resources in support of the new holiday by 
constructing rituals and funding events symbolizing Russia’s unity and strength, 
invoking people’s pride in the nation, and conjuring up their support for the state. The 
annual rituals include public rallies and demonstrations in support of the Kremlin and 
the strong central government, flower-laying ceremony at the monument of Kuzma 
Minin and Dmitry Pozharsky on Red Square by the Russian president and political and 
religious leaders, and presentation of various awards for achievements in Russian 
cultural heritage. To popularize the holiday, every year the Russian government has 
generously funded open-air thematic celebrations, concerts, and other celebratory 
events across Russia. Schools have been directed to offer special lessons explaining the 

                                                 
43 Mariya Omelicheva, “Critical Geopolitics on Russian Foreign Policy: Uncovering the Imagery of 
Moscow’s International Relations”, International Politics, Vol. 53, 6(2016), pp.708-726. 
44 Torbakov, “History, Memory and National Identity”. 
45 Besides these symbolic motives, there were also “calendric” considerations for the choice of the 
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significance of the 1612 events. The national television networks have been asked to 
broadcast documentaries about the events.  

The fourth centennial of the 1612 events was marked with few state-funded events 
extending beyond the established ceremonies, arguably a consequence of Russia’s 
struggling economy hit by the low oil prices and sanctions imposed by the West. The 
bells of the Kremlin’s Ivan the Great tower performed a unique melody to mark the 
400th anniversary of the Romanov dynasty’s ascent to power, and “The Romanovs. The 
Start of the Dynasty” exhibition opened in Moscow. The government approved a new 
symbolic federal program on “Strengthening the Unity of the Russian Nation and 
Ethno-Cultural Development of the Peoples of Russia” for 2014-2020. The anniversary 
was marked by a special sermon delivered by Patriarch Kirill of Moscow and All 
Russia. The ROC and several nationalist organizations, including those affiliated with 
the Church, sponsored unique celebratory events across Russia and abroad.   

Beyond Russia: The Functions of the Unity Day Abroad 
As discussed in the theoretical section, creation and celebration of national holidays is 
part of the state’s legitimacy-seeking behaviour, which is not limited by domestic 
audiences, but include an international dimension. In other words, national holidays 
can play a role of rhetorical, ideological, and symbolic devices for depicting and 
defending a particular role or identity of the state in international relations.  

For Russia, a belief in its inherent greatness is pivotal to its identity. It perceives 
itself as a great power due to its geopolitical stature, civilizational contribution, and 
glorious history.47 On the backdrop of reduced demographic, economic, and military 
capabilities, Russia’s historical examples of “great-powerness” and its cultural-spiritual 
potential have been brought to the fore of the official narrative of the Russian great 
power identity.48 The Russian government has played up those historical events that 
could become shorthand for Russia’s past and present greatness.49 As discussed in the 
previous section, Russia’s experiences in the “Great Patriotic War” and the “victory 
myth” have become the Putin government’s symbolic capital for forging national unity, 
boosting patriotism, and rallying the public around the governing regime.   

In the last two decades, several former Soviet Union’s republics and East and 
Central European states challenged Russia’s official historical narrative, particularly 
the part revolving around the Second World War. As a culmination of the so-called 
“memory wars” with Russia, the European Parliament and the Organization for 
Security and Cooperation in Europe adopted two documents in 2009 that charged 
Nazism and Stalinism with the outbreak of the war and foregrounded war crimes and 
crimes against humanity committed by these regimes during that period.50 The 
alternative readings of European history highlighting the consequences of 
totalitarianism and Soviet occupation undermined Russia’s “victory myth” 
meticulously crafted and promoted by the Kremlin. The events of 4 November 1612, 
on the other hand, offered “historical evidence,” which comports with the “victory” 
theme, but which is more removed in time, and less contentious. Furthermore, similarly 
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to the “foundation myth” of the October revolution, the “foundation myth” about the 
events of 1612 contains a record of the re-awakening of the great Russian nation. 
According to the official interpretation of the holiday, the people’s liberation of 
Moscow ushered in the revival of the Russian state and its subsequent expansion. Just 
over a century later, on 4 November 1721, the St. Petersburg Senate voted to grant 
Peter the Great the status of “Father of the Nation and Emperor”, effectively creating 
the Russian Empire.51 In this way, the new holiday helps to legitimate Russia’s claims 
to great power. It offers a “lesson from the past” to justify Russia’s defensiveness 
towards the outside world and to guide its foreign policy toward sustaining or regaining 
this status in the future.52  

The West (Europe, historically, and the US in modern history) has always played an 
important role as a symbolic referent for Russia’s self-identification. Over the course of 
Putin’s term in power, the official conception of the West has changed from the much-
admired idea and epitome of modernity and progress to a contemptuous symbol of 
enmity, hypocrisy, and decadence. The centre of external threats and conspiracy 
against Russia has moved from various capitals in Europe to Washington. The idea of 
national unity necessary to counteract the threat of subversion coming from the US, 
especially following the “colour revolutions” in Ukraine and Georgia, provided the 
ideological backdrop for the introduction of the new holiday. The national Unity Day 
harks back at the Time of Troubles when the West took advantage of Russia’s 
weakness caused by the lack of strong leadership and disunity in an attempt to rob it of 
independence and sovereignty. The Unity Day celebrating people’s patriotism has been 
used to impress upon the people their obligation to unite around the state in the face of 
new dangers and back up its assertive foreign policy oriented by the lessons learned 
from the past.  

The new holiday has become another instrument in the toolkit of the Russian 
government’s soft power, public diplomacy, and outreach to compatriots living abroad. 
Although the Russian Embassies and the Russian Centres of Science and Culture 
abroad have begun offering programs on the history of the modern Unity Day holiday, 
it is the Russian Orthodox Church Abroad (ROCA) that has done most of the holiday-
related outreach to the Russian diaspora. Whether or not the Kremlin had the foresight 
about the utility of the new holiday in mobilizing the ROCA in its support is unknown, 
but the latter organized the Church-wide celebrations of the 400th anniversary of the 
Romanov Dynasty in 2013. A semi-autonomous part of the ROC,53 the Russian 
Orthodox Church Abroad has over 400 parishes in more than forty states, with the 
majority of those in the US, but also Germany, Canada, Australia, and other 
countries.54 The bi-annual Synod of Bishops, the supreme authority of the ROCA, held 
during the celebrations, featured a special conference on Russian orthodox society 
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organized to mark the 400th anniversary of the Romanov Dynasty. Although celebrated 
under a different name, the anniversary marked by lectures and discussions on Russia’s 
past, commemorated “the lofty ideals” of Russian ancestors, highlighting the role of 
the people, the Church, and unity in the history of the Russian nation.55  

The 2013 Synod of the ROCA was attended by Grand Duchess Maria of Russia, one 
of the claimants as a legitimate head of the Russian Imperial House.56 In the ROCA’s 
official press release, her visit to the US was linked to “the 400th anniversary of the end 
of the Time of Troubles, the reestablishment of the Russian Sovereignty and the 
founding of the Romanov Dynasty”.57 Recognized as the Head of the Romanov 
Dynasty by the ROCA, the Grand Duchess has enjoyed a close and filial relationship 
with both Patriarch Kirill of Moscow and All Russia and his predecessor, Patriarch 
Alexis II. The Grand Duchess made several trips to Russia to take part in the 400th 
anniversary celebrations, including a symbolic trip to Ingushetia, Russia’s most restive 
region. Together with the establishment of two medals, one “In Commemoration of the 
400th Anniversary of the House of Romanoff, 1613-2013” and another one, 
“Anniversary of the Nation’s Victory, 1613-2013”, in honour of the end of the Time of 
Troubles and the reestablishment of the Russian state, the Grand Duchess has promoted 
both an official and “imperial” interpretation of the 1612 events.  

Conclusion 
In his seminal study of national identity, Anthony Smith excluded national days from 
his roster of national symbols.58 Smith’s omission is emblematic of the dominant 
scholarly view on national holidays as “weak” identity markers that are less important 
than, for example, the country’s official symbols.59 Contrary to this position and using 
the example of Russia’s Unity Day, this study illuminated the role of holidays in states’ 
discursive “mythscapes” and their political functions of regime legitimation. Russia’s 
traditional holiday of 7 November commemorating the October Revolution of 1917 
could not be saved because the event did not provide a compelling narrative base on 
which national unity and the Putin government’s legitimacy could be constructed. The 
new holiday, Russia’s Unity Day, celebrating Moscow’s liberation from Polish-
Lithuanian occupation in 1612, offered a solid platform on which to build the narrative 
of national solidarity and reinforce the idea of Russia’s greatness. The new holiday has 
been mobilized as a political tool for the Putin government’s legitimation.  

This study focused on the dominant official interpretations of “historical evidence” 
surrounding the events of 1612 highlighting the ideas of popular solidarity, patriotism, 
and statism. By privileging a top-down approach to national holidays, this study does 
not make any claims about how the new holiday has functioned in the Russian society 
and whether it has struck a chord with the Russian people. The available public opinion 
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data seem to suggest that many more Russian citizens are aware of the Unity Day. In 
2007, for example, only 23 per cent of Russians knew the name of the holiday. By 
2011, more than one-third of Russians reported they were going to celebrate the Unity 
Day.60 When the 400th anniversary of the end of the Time of Troubles rolled around, 
more than a half (57 per cent) of Russians named it an important holiday, and in 2014 
this figure grew to 63 per cent.61 Whether or not the significant investments of the state 
in the new holiday’s celebration have translated into public support can only be 
discerned from direct engagement with the people targeted by the official discourse.  

The lack of consensus within Russian society over the interpretation of the country’s 
past and the lacuna of historical events, outside of the “Great Patriotic War”, that have 
an emotive and cognitive connection with the Russian people has been named Russia’s 
most formidable historiographical problem.62 The ideologues of the new Russian 
holidays as well as political commentators have raised concerns that the events of 
November 1612 will have little resonance with the majority of the Russian people, at 
least in the immediate future. Since 2006, the new holiday has been hijacked by ultra-
nationalist groups staging demonstrations and marches calling for “Russia for 
Russians” and threatening violence against migrants and ethnic minorities. These 
marchers serve as a powerful reminder that Russia’s unity is a work in progress and 
violent confrontation is lurking close to the surface. The marches are also a clear 
indication that the state does not have complete control over its discursive 
constructions. 

For scholars, the value of national holidays and historical events they commemorate 
is heuristic. What is celebrated and what is not, and by whom, reveals much about 
societies in which they occur as well as the problems and developments that 
characterize them.63 National days are the markers of national narratives, in which a 
plurality of competing political actors are constantly engaged. Whose story is being 
told and in what ways reflects the relations of power in the past and the present. 
Therefore, scholarly engagement with national holidays commemorating significant 
historical events carries a promise of enhancing our understanding of the politics of 
history and collective memory. The struggles for control of history and collective 
memory are not unique to Russia. The “politics of history” has become a significant 
aspect of domestic politics and international relations in Europe and the rest of the 
world, speaking to a postmodern concern for the construction and manipulation of 
meaning in all forms of social discourse.  
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