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 To my beloved Saar, Ari, and Moriah



 We live in a globalising world. That means that all of  us, consciously 
or not, depend on each other.

— Zygmunt Bauman
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Note on Transliteration

Throughout the text, notes, and bibliography 
I have followed the US Board on Geographic Names system of  transliteration 
from Rus sian. In a  limited number of  cases in the text, specifically regarding 
names, I have altered the transliteration system to reflect common En glish us-
age. For instance, the famous Rus sian TV presenter is mentioned in the text 
as Vladimir Solovyov, not Vladimir Solov’yëv, and the Rus sian writer is trans-
literated in the text as Alexander Prokhanov, not Alexandr Prokhanov.
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1

“When Tatarsky was out walking one day, he 
 stopped at a shoe shop.” So begins Victor Pelevin’s novel Babylon. Pelevin’s pro-
tagonist, Tatarsky, sees “in the midst of  a chaos of  multicolored Turkish handi-
crafts” some “unmistakably Soviet- made shoes.” Tatarsky then has a “piercing 
recognition” and realizes that “the new era obviously had no use for them,” 
and he “knew that the new era had no use for him  either.”1 Pelevin refers to 
Tatarsky as part of  Generation P— the generation that was introduced to Pepsi- 
Cola as the first, and for many years the only, foreign product sold in the Soviet 
Union.2 This generation grew up in the late- Soviet period, a time of  po liti cal 
and economic stability (although not prosperity), and reached maturity around 
the time the system unraveled. In the first de cade of  Rus sian in de pen dence, 
Generation P experienced the dissolution of  a real ity where having access to 
only one type of  soft drink represented not only a deprived existence but a 
secure and stable one.

In the aftermath of  the collapse of  the Soviet Union, while Boris Yeltsin 
strug gled for a demo cratic revolution, surviving an attempted coup in 1993 
and an electoral near defeat by the communists in 1996, Generation P felt that 
its personal and collective identity was dissolving. Yeltsin’s democracy offered 
no national idea to replace the Soviet sense of  self  and society.3 Vladimir 
Putin described  these upheavals as “a genuine drama” for the Rus sian nation.4 
When Putin was installed as president, his proclaimed goal was to reinstate a 
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unified Rus sian identity. In his words: “For such a complex, federatively com-
posed, ethnically and religiously diverse country as Rus sia, one of  the most 
impor tant unifying  factors should be general Rus sian patriotism.”5

The annexation of  Crimea in March 2014 marks, to date, the pinnacle of  
 these efforts. In addition to serving as a geopo liti cal asset for Rus sia, Crimea 
is a location of   great significance for Rus sia’s national identity. Crimea, where 
the Old Rus was Christianized, was  until 1954 part of  the Rus sian Soviet Fed-
erative Socialist Republic (RSFSR), and in the post- Soviet period many Rus-
sians continued to view it as part of  their homeland.6 In the aftermath of  the 
annexation, Putin stated that “the events in Crimea and Sevastopol shook so-
ciety. It turns out that patriotism is still out  there, somewhere, only we are 
not always aware of  it. Yet, it is an integral part of  our  people, part of  our iden-
tity.”7 Apart from an outburst of  patriotism  after the annexation of  Crimea, 
however, Rus sian society  under Putin continued to manifest a sense of  dislo-
cation regarding its national identity.

What are the origins of  this sense of  dislocation? What fuels it? How can 
it be reversed, if  it can be at all?

A large body of  lit er a ture has attempted to answer  these questions. Some 
scholars have claimed that this sense of  confused, crisis- ridden, and disoriented 
national identity is rooted in Rus sia’s history as a multiethnic empire lacking 
clear geo graph i cal borders and with historical, cultural, social, and psychologi-
cal links to both the West and the East.8 As the historian Anne Applebaum 
put it: “Rus sia’s ill- defined bound aries, open spaces and indeterminate, mid- 
continental geography are the source of  much confusion. . . .  When the So-
viet Union fell apart, the Rus sians found themselves . . .  once again wondering 
‘who we are’.”9 Vera Tolz and Valery Fyodorov (the former, an academic 
scholar of  Rus sian studies; the latter, director general of  the Rus sian polling 
institute VTSIOM) each separately pointed out that this ambiguity in the post- 
Soviet period led to multiple competing visions of  the national group: Rus sia 
as a civic state, as a  union of  eastern Slavs, as an empire, and as an ethnic Rus-
sian nation.10

Other scholars have underlined the novelty of  Rus sia’s post- Soviet experi-
ence. In their edited volume  After Empire: Multiethnic Socie ties and Nation- 
Building, Karen Barkey and Mark Von Haggen examined four modern 
imperial collapses— the Soviet, Rus sian, Habsburg, and Ottoman— and argued 
that scholars should treat postimperialist states and socie ties as unique.11 Re-
search on Rus sian nationalism by such scholars as Itzhak Brudny and Marlene 
Laruelle focused on its increasing appeal to the post- Soviet public.12 While they 
showed a historical continuity of  nationalist ideas from Soviet times, they un-
derlined that a central theme of  this  later nationalism was the Rus sian  people’s 
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post- Soviet victimhood.13 This sense of  victimhood and humiliation is linked to 
what some scholars term the Weimar Rus sia scenario. Researchers like Rogers 
Brubaker, Niall Ferguson, Andreas Umland, and Anatol Lieven claimed that the 
post- Soviet disorientation, however novel to Rus sia, echoes features of  the Wei-
mar Republic— loss of  status, economic decline, compatriots left outside the 
country’s borders, and fragile demo cratic institutions.14 This scenario, which 
proposed that a violent fascist backlash would reinstate a clear identity, attracted 
further interest in the 2010s, and particularly during the period around the an-
nexation of  Crimea.15 An edited volume by Pal Kolsto and Helge Blakkisrud 
suggested that such a backlash may now be underway, in the form of  a danger-
ous shift, during Putin’s third and fourth terms in office,  toward an exclusivist 
ethnic version of  Rus sian national ideology.16

 These analyses, while insightful, are lacking in several re spects. First, they 
fail to provide sufficient explanation as to why,  after almost three de cades of  
in de pen dence, the dislocation of  national identity has persisted in Rus sia. Sec-
ond, the academic debate implies a binary classification of  Rus sian identity, as 
 either perennially divided and dysfunctional or as based on postimperial reac-
tionism and belligerence. Last, it regards identity as a finite construct rather 
than an open- ended dynamic and does not consider the global context, within 
which identities are increasingly flexible.

A few researchers have offered diff er ent perspectives and examined the im-
pact of  temporal and global changes on Rus sian identity. Most recently, po liti-
cal scientist Gulnaz Sharafutdinova used social identity theory to explain the 
pivotal place of  identity politics in post- Soviet Rus sia and their contribution 
to Putin’s popularity.17 Sharafutdinova convincingly analyzed post- Soviet in-
securities about national identity by using Western so cio log i cal tools. The an-
thropologist Serguei Oushakine drew attention to the new circumstances that 
 shaped post- Soviet life in the Siberian city of  Barnaul.18 While he underlined 
how feelings of  loss  shaped Rus sians’ post- Soviet identity, he also focused on 
the impact on society of  neoliberal economic reforms. Kirill Kobrin, editor of  
the Rus sian journal Neprikosnovennyi zapas, also acknowledged the profound 
impact of  neoliberal thinking on Rus sian identity.19

The pre sent research, as well, suggests an alternative outlook that diverges 
from traditional considerations of  Rus sian identity. It argues that the debate on 
Rus sian national identity fails to consider the impact of  globalization and late 
modernity on Rus sian society and national identity. The fall of  the Soviet Union 
set in motion a chain of  events that caused disruptions above and beyond the 
direct consequences of  the Soviet imperial collapse. It opened Rus sia to the 
temporal context of  globalization—to cross- border flows of  capital, goods, and 
 labor, as well as increased access to travel, communication technologies, and 



information outlets.  These  were implemented within the framework of  rapidly 
 adopted neoliberal economic reforms and ideologies. This late modern and 
global context affected the formation of  post- Soviet national identity in Rus sia 
far more than has been previously acknowledged.

This book underlines that although Rus sians experienced acute shocks to 
their identity following the collapse of  the Soviet Union, large numbers of  
 people around the world had similar experiences— even in ostensibly stable 
contexts. In the late modern globalized world, institutions and identities have 
become fragmented and flexible, a state for which the sociologist Zygmunt 
Bauman used the meta phor “liquid.” Identity becomes, as Bauman noted, “a 
bunch of  prob lems rather than a single- issue campaign.”20 In this temporal 
context, the Rus sian experience of  loss is far from unique, though naturally it 
has its distinctive Rus sian features. This book looks at ways in which Rus sian 
identity is expressed as a late modern experience, referred to  here as fluid 
Rus sianness.

historical Dislocations of Rus sian Identity
Post- Soviet Rus sia inherited categorical and spatial dislocations from both Rus-
sian and Soviet history, which informed the Rus sian identity search. First, 
tsarist Rus sia and the Soviet Union  were empires that never managed to con-
struct a homogenous categorical identification.21 The tsar’s subjects developed 
a sense of  cross- estate national identity  later than their Eu ro pean counter parts 
and in fact never fully unified across ethnicities, despite periodic attempts at 
Russification. The tsars preferred vertical loyalty to Rus sian categorical national 
identification— all  were “the Tsar’s subjects.”22 Hence, only in the late nine-
teenth  century did the Rus sian nobility, and  later the intelligent sia, promote a 
national identification in de pen dent of  the tsar.23 In the Soviet era, the regime’s 
policies  toward minorities encouraged ethnic and cultural diversity and granted 
minority groups territorial autonomy, as long as they showed an overarching 
commitment to Soviet identification. Rus sianness was an exception.24 At first 
the Bolsheviks vigorously opposed any notion of  Rus sian particularity. From 
the 1930s, however, they resolved the prob lem by accepting Rus sianness as an 
integral part of  Soviet identification.25

Second, beyond the multiethnic character of  the tsarist and Soviet empires, 
for both, their spatial links with the West and the East led to a sense of  ambi-
guity. From the time of  Peter the  Great, the West was for Rus sia an object of  
imitation, comparison, and imagination. This view is strongly apparent in the 
works of  nineteenth- century Westernizers like Alexander Herzen. It was also 
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evident in the policies of  1990s neoliberal reformers in Yeltsin’s cabinet, who 
opened Rus sia to globalization, such as Yegor Gaidar, Anatoly Chubais, and 
Andrei Kozyrev. While the West is embodied in specific countries— France, 
Germany, the United States, and Israel—it can also be seen as fictional: a fig-
ment of  the imagination, representing a wide range of  ideas.26

Rus sia’s association with the East is channeled through the ideological te-
nets of  Eurasianism and Slavophilism. Eurasianism, which originated among 
Rus sian exiles in Eu rope in the 1920s and 1930s, holds that Rus sian national 
identity is neither Western nor Asiatic but a third “supranationality . . .  [that] 
is a new expression of  Rus sianness.”27 Slavophilism originated in the nineteenth 
 century and opposed the imitation of  Western ideas.28 Its adherents claimed 
that Rus sians  were held together by a moral bond, not by a social contract as 
in the West, and they regarded the Rus sian Orthodox Church as the only true 
church.29 Neo- Eurasianism became one of  the most popu lar ideologies within 
the post- Soviet Rus sian right wing, led by Alexander Dugin.30 In government 
policy,  these ideas  were expressed in the establishment of  the Eurasian Union, 
a free- trade zone for Rus sia, Kazakhstan, Armenia, Kyrgyzstan and Belorus sia. 
Slavophile ideas are often expressed by figures in the Rus sian Orthodox Church 
and by right- wing nationalists like the writer Alexander Prokhanov.31  These 
historical sources of  ambiguity of  identity contributed to the post- Soviet sense 
that Rus sian national identity was lost.

In the post- Soviet period, Rus sianness was in flux in new and more extreme 
ways— a situation that was largely seen as the result of  the Soviet Union’s col-
lapse.  After the collapse, repatriation,  labor migration, and immigration blurred 
the bound aries of  the national category, as friends,  family, and countrymen 
turned into foreigners. In 1991, 25 million ethnic Rus sians and 11 million Rus-
sian speakers, who  were viewed as an integral part of  the Rus sian national col-
lective, found themselves outside the borders of  Rus sia.32  These communities 
 were cut off from what they perceived as their homeland while not being fully 
accepted in the newly formed states where they resided. Some encountered hos-
tile attitudes, and many in the Baltic states  were left stateless. The status and 
treatment of   these  people became an impor tant issue in Rus sia. Moreover, be-
tween 1989 and 2002, Rus sia experienced migration on a  grand scale, with vast 
flows in both directions: 10.9 million  people migrated in, and 4.1 million mi-
grated out.33 Emigrants of  Jewish, German, and Greek origin formed Russian- 
speaking communities in their new countries. At the same time,  labor mi grants 
from Central Asia and internal mi grants from the Caucasus within Rus sia 
changed the demographics of  Rus sian cities.

Furthermore, the dissolution of  the Soviet Union created borders that  were 
diff er ent from what most Rus sians perceived as their national homeland. The 



RSFSR, which became Rus sia, was not a Rus sian territory in the Soviet Union 
but simply a territory, which was not designated as belonging to other Soviet 
nationalities.34 Its population included smaller non- Russian ethnic groups that 
 were not considered nations by the Bolsheviks, such as the Tatars and the Bash-
kirs, and it lacked any form of  Rus sian self- government or cultural institu-
tions.35 From the 1930s, the Soviet Union as a  whole was considered pervasively 
Rus sian. Although the regime maintained a considered ambiguity over  whether 
the  union was a Rus sian nation state or a multinational federation, Rus sians 
perceived its entire territory as their home.36 Moreover, in the 1990s Rus sia 
chose not to claim territories from the Soviet republics that had historically 
been Rus sian lands, like Crimea, or that  were heavi ly populated by ethnic Rus-
sians and Rus sian speakers, like North Kazakhstan.37 Hence, Rus sia’s borders, 
as Rogers Brubaker notes, seemed to “lack historical sanction,” and  there  were 
several versions of  the Rus sian homeland— the Rus sian Federation, the entire 
territory of  the former USSR, the eastern Slav republics (the Rus sian Federa-
tion, Belorus sia, and Ukraine), or lands with a Rus sian majority.38 Over the last 
thirty years,  these post- Soviet conditions, together with the historical ambi-
guities, created a consensus both broad and deep that in Rus sian society and 
its po liti cal establishment that Rus sia is experiencing an unpre ce dented crisis 
in its national identity.

Putin embraced the feeling that Rus sian identity was lost  after the collapse 
of  the Soviet Union. He focused his first presidency on restoring to Rus sia a 
stable and unified sense of  identity.39 This rhe toric had already gained traction 
in society through such po liti cal leaders as Vladimir Zhirinovsky and Gennady 
Zyuganov, who used it in their electoral campaigns in the 1990s.40 But Putin 
was the president, and he had the gravitas to turn rhe toric into policy. In De-
cember 2000 Putin reinstated the Soviet anthem, which had been abolished 
by Yeltsin, with new lyr ics by Sergey Mikhalkov, who had written the original 
Soviet lyr ics. In 2002 Putin introduced a new citizenship law to stabilize the 
citizenry. In 2005, Rus sian Unity Day was established on November 4, which 
corresponded with a tsarist holiday.41 Rus sia’s relations with the former So-
viet republics  were characterized by strong language and, sometimes, the use 
of  force, which peaked in 2014 in Crimea.

Yet even  after the annexation of  Crimea, the liberal director of  the Levada 
Centre polling institute, Lev Gudkov, and President Putin agreed on one 
 thing— Russia was still in search of  itself. Gudkov noted: “Against the back-
ground of  . . .  nationalism in the [former Soviet] republics, in countries in East-
ern and Central Eu rope, where nationalism was . . .  a modernizing movement 
[of] national consolidation . . .  , the Rus sian movement was purely reactive.”42 
In the same vein, in 2018 Putin noted that Rus sians “must strengthen [their] 
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identity”— explic itly recognizing that policy efforts, even  after two de cades, 
had not yet borne sufficient fruit.43 Why, despite so much effort, does the feel-
ing of  dislocation remain unresolved?

The answer put forward by this book is closely tied to the temporal con-
text of  Rus sia’s post- Soviet search for identity. In the three de cades of  Rus sian 
in de pen dence, meanings and expressions of  national identity have been shift-
ing around the world. In the twentieth  century, the analy sis of  nationalism and 
national identity was characterized by a debate between four main approaches: 
primordialists, perennialists, modernists, and ethnosymbolists. Primordialists 
viewed the nation as an existing entity and a social structure natu ral to  human 
existence. Perennialists, such as Azar Gat, did not consider the nation as a natu-
ral entity but viewed it as a recurrent phenomenon in history.44

Modernists such as Ernest Gellner, Benedict Anderson, and Eric Hobsbawm 
argued that the nation is a product of  modernization, typified by such charac-
teristics as mass education, the industrial revolution, and urbanization. Ander-
son defined the nation as “an  imagined po liti cal community,” while Gellner 
described it as a construct created by the mutual recognition of  belonging and 
shared culture in a modernist urbanized and industrialized society.45 
Hobsbawm, in a Marxist analy sis, claimed that the nation was constructed de-
liberately by the elites in the nineteenth  century “as devices to ensure . . .  so-
cial cohesion.”46 Ethnosymbolists, such as Anthony Smith, criticized the 
modernists. They claimed that “what gave nationalism its power” to unify 
 people  were “myths, memories, traditions, and symbols of  ethnic heritage,” 
which preexisted modernity.47 Despite the socially contingent, mythicized, and 
seemingly abstract nature of  national identities,  these scholars agreed that na-
tional identities created power ful po liti cal realities that “made it pos si ble,” as 
Anderson put it, “for so many millions of   people, not so much to kill, as will-
ing to die for.”48 From all the diff er ent types of  identities that modern men 
and  women feel attached to, national identity was diff er ent  because it required 
the highest and most exclusivist commitment and was regulated by the insti-
tutions of  the nation- state.49

During the second half  of  the twentieth  century, and increasingly  toward its 
end, the place of  national identities started to shift. Globalization changed the 
relationship between nation- states, citizens, and national identities. The global 
era was termed late modernity. Bauman also called it “liquid modernity,” and 
Anthony Giddens referred to it as “high modernity.”50 Both Bauman and Gid-
dens deliberately avoided the term postmodernity, arguing that the end of  the 
twentieth  century still retained plenty of  continuity with classical modernity.51 
They agreed with the modernists about the origins of  national identity and the 
focal place it occupied in modern po liti cal life. From their point of  view, in the 



current age modernity itself  began to change due to globalization and neolib-
eral economics, with far- reaching consequences for national identity. Global-
ization caused the fragmentation of  modernist social institutions, among them 
national identity, which lost its preeminence in  people’s lives. Bauman used the 
meta phor of  liquids to describe this pro cess of  fragmentation: Liquids “cannot 
hold their shape. . . .  [They] neither fix space nor bind time.”52

Globalization and neoliberal economics, the two pillars of  late modernity, 
liberated social and economic forces that require institutions to stay flexible. 
In neoliberalism, po liti cal judgments shift  toward economic evaluations, and 
the needs of  markets represent the common good.53 For neoliberalism, the 
production of  national ideology by the nation- state seems pointless, as mar-
kets require the exact opposite of  solid national institutions; they require 
flexibility and adaptability. Hence, in globalized late modernity, as Giddens 
noted, “change” becomes “not just [a] continuous and profound [pro cess]; 
rather, change does not consistently conform  either to  human expectation 
or to  human control.”54

To facilitate globalization, nation- states willingly relinquished their mono-
poly over the production of  ideology as well as some of  their other powers. 
This was done in  favor of  allowing greater freedom and for the facilitation of  
an ever more interconnected international system of  trade.55 For instance, the 
Eu ro pean Union (EU) challenges the primacy of  national identities of  mem-
ber states with Eu ro pean supranationality, and the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF) sets a global financial policy and can limit decision making by states 
seeking its assistance. Transnational corporations, especially in the tech indus-
try, operate  under complex corporate and tax structures that keep them re-
moved from the jurisdiction of  national governments.  These political- economic 
realities are accompanied by ever more flexible  labor markets, fueled by in-
creased migration, and the rapid development of  information technologies, 
which allow the emergence of  a truly globalized world.

The state’s retraction from the production of  national ideology, the perva-
siveness of  neoliberal economic logic, and the emergence of  a global world 
had massive consequences for the construction of  identities, specifically for 
the concept of  national identity. Bauman and Giddens observed that with the 
state’s withdrawal from creating national content, the responsibility for struc-
turing identities shifted  toward individual agency.56 Individuals are now ex-
pected to construct their identities themselves, choosing continuously from 
diff er ent options, while bearing in mind the system’s requirement for flexibil-
ity.57 Or as Bauman put it, “identities  were given a  free run: and it is now up 
to individual men and  women to catch them in flight, using their own wits 
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and tools.”58 This placed national identities, which are “unequivocal alle-
giances” based on “exclusive fidelity,” in par tic u lar jeopardy.59

The jeopardy in which national identity finds itself  in late modernity as a 
weaker and more fragmented institution does not mean that it has dis appeared 
from the world. The sociologist Michael Billig, speaking of  Western countries, 
suggests that in  these circumstances, banal and everyday practices and gestures 
represent identification with the nation. He notes: “In the established nations 
 there is a continual ‘flagging,’ or reminding, of  nationhood. . . .  In so many 
 little ways the citizenry is daily reminded of  its national place in the world of  
nations.”60 So while the institutions of  classical modernity, including national 
identity, have become fragmented and flexible, national identity has contin-
ued to be part of  our lives, albeit in weaker forms. Late modern identification 
is elastic and often centered on civic conceptions and a rhe toric of  inclusion. 
 These are expressed on the individual rather than state level, in keeping with 
the late modern liberation of  the individual. Yet the individualization and ba-
nalization of  national belonging and its new tacit forms of  signaling do not 
preclude aggression and vio lence.

The disruptions created by late modernity regularly give rise to calls for ex-
clusivist revision and to violent outbursts. Constructing one’s own identity is 
a complicated and not necessarily pleasant task.61 Giddens noted that nation-
alism serves the psychological function of  providing ontological security, which 
is produced through the repetition of  routines that ensure continuity of  iden-
tity.62 The removal of  certainties that stemmed from the stable institutions of  
classical modernity, such as national identity, disrupts this ontological security. 
 These precarious conditions are often followed by a “longing for identity [that] 
comes from the desire for security.”63 In late modernity  people become freer 
but also feel less secure, and in an attempt to reinstate their sense of  security, 
they often seek to reinforce their national identities.

This theoretical background is of  acute importance for the study of  post- 
Soviet Rus sia, as late modernity was the social system it embraced in 1991 and, 
as this book shows, has not diverged from to this day. When the Soviet Union 
collapsed, reformers in Yeltsin’s government, like Yegor Gaidar and Anatoly 
Chubais,  were guided by neoliberal ideology, which is inevitably tied to glo-
balization and late modernity. Putin’s rise to power and his proj ect to reaffirm 
a stronger Rus sian identity should be construed as a campaign to address a 
deficit of  ontological security that was lost in the post- Soviet quest to integrate 
into the neoliberal global world. Putin never isolated Rus sia from the global 
world, however. In this temporal context, Rus sia’s inability to create a unified 
national identity is not unique.



Without denying the impact of  Rus sian historical dislocations and the 
collapse of  the Soviet Union, this book focuses on how late modernity 
 shaped the experience of  Rus sian national identification in the post- Soviet 
era. It considers a situation where, in the globalized modern era, which is 
the relevant context in the aftermath of  the collapse of  the Soviet Union, 
the state of  Rus sian national identification is not abnormal or in crisis. Both 
the sense of  disorientation and Putin’s continuous attempts to rearticulate 
a unified national identity can be explained within the theoretical frame of  
late modernity.

Within that theoretical framework, this book tests the hypothesis that Rus-
sian national identification is a late modern experience and that the global 
context has altered the internal balance of  Rus sian identification. More pre-
cisely, this book argues that in line with late modern trends, Rus sian national 
identification is predominantly an inclusive proj ect, one reflecting chiefly Rus-
sia’s multiethnic composition (in Rus sian, Rossiyane), and only supplemented 
by ethnic Rus sian features (in Rus sian, Russkiy), such as language, culture, and 
religion. That identification, referred to in this work as fluid Rus sianness, is a 
banal experience that is expressed in implicit ways and performed through in-
dividualized practices. This hypothesis is tested in the realms of  citizenship 
legislation, the media, and holiday practices in post- Soviet Rus sia.

In the global context, our terminology needs to be adapted. The relevance 
of  the term identity diminishes. Instead, the term identification, defined as “a 
state of  being or feeling oneself  to be closely associated with a group,” is more 
appropriate and sensitive to the weak qualities of  national identity in late mo-
dernity, as multiple, unstable, in flux, and fragmented.64 For similar reasons, 
the national group or collective with which the association is formed is not 
referred to  here as a nation.65 Instead, this book prefers the term national in- 
group. This choice of  language avoids the theoretical baggage carried by the 
concept of  nationhood and suggests an intuitive, phenomenological interpre-
tation of  belonging based on individuals’ subjective experience of  being “in” 
or “out.”

This book examines the experience of  Rus sian national identification from 
three diff er ent vantage points: the state, the media, and the wider public. Part 
one studies identification through the evolution and implementation of  citizen-
ship legislation in Rus sia. Chapter 1 focuses on the attempts of  the Rus sian 
state in the 1990s to determine who belonged to the Rus sian national in- group. 
It shows that Rus sia’s citizenship legislation and its implementation  were af-
fected by global trends, as well as uniquely Rus sian features. Chapter 2 out-
lines how from Putin’s ascent to power, his regime sought to stabilize the 
citizenry and to control migration.  These policies had  limited success due to 

10  IntRoDUCtIon 
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the deep penetration of  late modern trends and neoliberal economics in Rus-
sia. The findings of  both chapters show that citizenship in Rus sia became frag-
mented, or fluid, making national identification a more flexible and elastic 
concept too.

Part two focuses on the Rus sian media’s discourse on national identification. 
Chapter 3 observes the evolution of  diff er ent discourses on national identifi-
cation in the printed media in the 1990s and explores how  these discourses cor-
responded with the global discourse of  flexibility. Chapter 4 looks at the media 
discourse from 2000  in print media and in televised broadcasts, when the 
Rus sian media fell  under government pressure and later control. This chapter 
looks at the success and limits of  the government’s discourse of  stability, which 
aimed to curtail the penetration of  the global discourse of  flexibility.

Part three moves beyond the dimension of  speech to the dimension of  
practice, and specifically, the national calendar. It investigates which holidays 
individuals in Rus sia preferred to celebrate and how they celebrated them. 
Chapter 5 deals with the fragmentation of  the Soviet national calendar in the 
1990s and the rise of  competing calendars and contested Rus sian holidays. This 
chapter shows that, as in other late modern socie ties, contested holidays in 
Rus sia reflected increased freedom in society but  were also accompanied by a 
certain unease, as holidays no longer bound the national collective together, 
and the competing visions disrupted the continuity of  identity. The last em-
pirical chapter, chapter 6, describes how Putin’s administration altered the 
calendar in the 2000s and 2010s around religious and military themes. This 
chapter finds that  these efforts had a profound impact on Rus sian society, but 
as Rus sia remained part of  the global world, they could not erode the experi-
ence of  fluid Rus sianness.

This book helps explain how social life in Rus sia was transformed along the 
lines of  late modern neoliberal globalization and how  these trends affected 
Rus sian national identification. As borders opened, censorship lifted, and 
Marxist- Leninist ideology was cast aside, individuals  were ever freer to travel, 
to live where they wanted, to express what was on their minds, and to perform 
what ever practices they saw fit. As a result, citizenship no longer held the same 
institutional control over  people’s identification. In discourse, flexibility pre-
vailed, and the debate focused on proposing inclusive means of  identification. 
In terms of  the national calendar, the public reproduced practices that denoted 
a devolved sense of  national belonging.

This book also sheds light on further impacts of  late modernity on the Rus-
sian experience. In the 1990s Rus sia joined the globalizing world, but along-
side freedom, the disruptions and challenges of  late modernity  were revealed. 
The requirement for flexibility fragmented social institutions and disrupted 



routines that in the late- Soviet era had given meaning to citizens’ identities 
and created a sense of  security. This gave rise to a longing for a firmer iden-
tity and to nostalgic yearnings for Soviet ways of  life that  were (like all nostal-
gic memories) remembered as having been safe, pleasant, and secure.  These 
pro cesses revealed the dialectic that sits at the core of  late modernity— the 
strug gle between freedom and security.

Such findings articulate the complexities of  identity formation in the late 
modern world and challenge the assumption that freedom on a global scale is 
always a welcome experience. Putin’s rise to power and his proj ect to reaffirm 
a stronger identity should be understood not as uniquely Rus sian diversions 
from liberal democracy but as parts of  a broader phenomenon of  challenges 
to neoliberal globalization. At the same time, the limitations of  Putin’s efforts 
are also instructive. This book shows that what developed in Putin’s Rus sia, 
more than a unified and solid national identity, was a hybridization between 
ele ments that  were open and inclusive and  others that reflected a more su-
perficial adherence to a strong national identity. Fluid Rus sianness continued 
developing as a durable, flexible, and evolving experience of  national iden-
tification, in line with global trends.

Rus sia’s experience teaches us that a complete rollback of  the impacts of  
globalization is impossible, but the subversion of  liberal tools and global trends 
for illiberal ends is far easier than has been commonly presumed. As neo-
liberal globalization  faces growing challenges from left- wing and right- wing 
po liti cal movements, which call for firmer national identities and more sover-
eignty, Rus sia’s experience can be an instructive example of  how  these pro cesses 
unfold.

12  IntRoDUCtIon 
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Svetlana Alexievich, the 2015 Nobel Prize laure-
ate for lit er a ture, explained the Soviet national experience as the result of  a 
“Marxist- Leninist laboratory” that “gave rise to a new man: Homo Sovieticus.” 
The Homo sovieticus “ isn’t just Rus sian, he’s Belorus sian, Turkmen, Ukrainian, 
Kazakh.” She confesses that “although we now live in diff er ent countries and 
speak diff er ent languages, you  couldn’t  mistake us for anyone  else.”1

The Union of  Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) was an amalgamation of  
 peoples and identities brought together  under an overarching Soviet identifi-
cation, in which the Rus sian language and culture played a central role. As it 
disintegrated, the unravelling of  the Soviet state challenged the identification 
and rights of  Homo sovieticus on its territories. Nowhere was this more pro-
nounced than in Rus sia, the center and successor of  the Soviet Union. The 
breakdown of  the Soviet po liti cal structure raised questions that went to the 
very core of  the new Rus sian identity. Rus sia’s legislators had to determine 
who the Rus sian  people  were: who belonged to the national in- group and 
shared a sense of  belonging and identification with the new Rus sian state and 
who should be awarded the po liti cal, social, and economic rights that citizen-
ship conferred. This difficult task was similar to experiences of  other post-
imperial states— the conundrum of  addressing mixed ethnic and national 
populations  after years of  coexistence and their inevitable mismatch with the 
newly formed geo graph i cal entities.2

Chapter 1

The Unmaking of  the Soviet Proj ect
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For Rus sia, at the heart of  the heterogenous real ity stood two major out-
comes of  the Soviet imperial proj ect.  After 1991, 36 million  people—25 mil-
lion ethnic Rus sians and 11 million Rus sian speakers, who identified with 
Rus sia linguistically and culturally— remained outside the territory of  Rus sia. 
 These groups included large concentrations of  ethnic Rus sians and Rus sian 
speakers, like in North Kazakhstan, East Ukraine, and Crimea. Many in Rus-
sia considered  these  people as kin, part of  an  imagined national in- group. At 
the same time, newly established Rus sia included numerous ethnic minority 
groups, forming approximately 20  percent of  its population.

The main legislation in this period was the Federal Law on Citizenship of  
the RSFSR from 1991, whose aim was to resolve the prob lems of  a mixed 
Soviet population and accommodate certain former Soviet citizens in the 
citizenry. Scholars, such as the social scientist Oxana Shevel, described this 
citizenship legislation as very inclusive to former Soviet citizens, ideological 
and permissive.3 Its consequences—or, rather, perceived consequences— were, 
however, a migration surge of  millions into Rus sia and a sense that the citi-
zenry was becoming uncertain and insecure. Other scholars, such as the pro-
fessor of  law George Ginsburgs, noted the importance of  implementation in 
understanding Rus sian citizenship legislation.4 Ginsburgs explained that cha-
otic and often corrupt implementation practices  were the source of  Rus sia’s 
perceived difficulties in creating a stable citizenry.

The temporal context of  the collapse of  the Soviet Union was no less impor-
tant than the direct consequences of  imperial Soviet disintegration. This was 
largely overlooked by Rus sian policy makers and scholars alike. While the gov-
ernment focused on the place of  Rus sians and Rus sian speakers in the citi-
zenry, the new migration space, created by late modern trends of  freedom of  
movement and deregulated economic systems, became a determining  factor 
in the inability to produce a stable sense of  citizenship. This chapter focuses 
on the abrupt change from Soviet socialism to a global free- market economy 
and how this affected migration, citizenship, and their perception in society. 
The sense of  dissatisfaction with citizenship laws and sense of  insecurity in 
the public was a result of  the fragmentation of  the institution of  citizenship 
that is characteristic of  the late modern period. In this sense Rus sia’s situa-
tion was much closer to the late modern concept of  citizenship in Western 
countries, which  were also struggling with  these dynamics of  citizenship 
fragmentation.
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Citizenship in the Disintegrating  
soviet Union, 1989–1991
Attempts to  counter the Soviet mixing of  populations through citizenship leg-
islation started in the late 1980s on the periphery of  the Soviet Union—in the 
Baltic republics. When Soviet power loosened in 1987–1988, the Baltic states 
strove to increase their autonomy within the  union and set their eyes on full 
in de pen dence. As part of  this effort, they launched campaigns that aimed to 
delineate their citizenries. Central to  those campaigns was a debate on ways 
to prioritize citizens over mi grants— mostly Rus sians and Rus sian speakers 
who had moved to the republics  after 1940.5  These  were the first signs of  the 
looming postimperial syndrome, grappling with the mixed populations and 
essentially trying to unentangle them. This brought the issue of  Rus sianness 
to the fore.

The core of  the prob lem in the Baltic states was their claim that they had 
been illegally incorporated into the Soviet Union in 1940 and that the Soviet 
regime purposefully undermined their demographics.6 Indeed,  after 1945 the 
Soviets established numerous military and military- industrial facilities in the 
Baltic states, which  were staffed primarily by Rus sians and Slavic persons, who 
 were Russified and  were  later labeled Rus sian speakers, and who moved to 
 these republics in large numbers.7 In the late 1980s, during glasnost, the scale 
of  migration was revealed.8 In Latvia, the percentage of  ethnic Latvians de-
creased from 77  percent in 1939 to 52  percent in 1989. In Estonia, the percent-
age of  Estonians dropped from 90  percent in 1939 to 61  percent in 1989.9  These 
figures caused outrage and led many in  those republics to consider  legal op-
tions that would reinstate their prewar citizenries, based on the logic of  “res-
toration of  in de pen dence.”10 In 1987–1991 po liti cal groups circulated versions 
of  pos si ble citizenship laws that excluded residents who had arrived  after 
1940.11 Although not yet  adopted, the laws threatened the  future status of  Rus-
sians in  these republics.

Meanwhile, in Moscow, two centers of  po liti cal power  were forming— 
Soviet power  under Gorbachev and a new Rus sian leadership around Yeltsin. 
The first  legal response to the Baltic republics’ moves came from the Soviet 
center. In 1990, in a bid to gain control over the institution of  citizenship, Gor-
bachev signed the new Soviet citizenship law, which tried to restrain the Bal-
tic republics from excluding Rus sians and Rus sian speakers from their 
citizenries. The Law on Citizenship of  the USSR from 1990 stated that Soviet 
citizens  were si mul ta neously citizens of  their republics and of  the  union and 
that  union citizenship was equal to all.12 However, by 1991 the Soviet Union 
was unraveling, and Soviet attempts to regain control became futile.
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 After the failed coup of  August 1991, Gorbachev had no po liti cal capital, and 
the initiative lay with the republics’ leaders, including Yeltsin, who positioned 
himself  against Gorbachev in his own bid for Rus sian in de pen dence.13 From 
this point, the status of  Rus sians and Rus sian speakers outside Rus sia had be-
come Yeltsin’s prob lem too. This was not easy for him. Po liti cally, he was on the 
side of  the national elites in the republics who wanted in de pen dence, some of  
whom  were accused of  discriminating against Rus sians and Rus sian speakers. 
As a result, in the early 1990s Yeltsin was expected to defend Rus sians and Rus-
sian speakers in the republics, while he was also perceived to be working con-
trary to their interests. In the Baltic republics, local Rus sians called him Judas.14

Rus sia’s first Citizenship law, 1991
The Rus sian citizenship law was  adopted in November 1991 against the back-
drop of   these events and  after most republics (except the Baltic states) had 
 adopted citizenship laws.15 It is unclear  whether in November Yeltsin had al-
ready set his mind on full in de pen dence outside the  union, but as the law sug-
gests, it was a strong possibility.16 The first Rus sian citizenship law expressed 
two sets of  ideas.

The first was Rus sia’s interest in transforming into a demo cratic liberal state 
that embraced Western princi ples of  globalization,  human rights values, and 
trends of  late modernity.  These ele ments articulated an inclusive and civic vi-
sion of  identification in the law. Most enlightening in this regard was article 
13, stipulating that citizenship could be acquired through recognition of  citi-
zenship (priznanie grazhdanstva).17 As of  February 6, 1992, Rus sia recognized 
all permanent residents of  the RSFSR as Rus sian citizens. This type of  policy 
favored by international norms is called zero option. By choosing it, Rus sia ac-
cepted inclusive liberal norms.18 Further, article 13-2 stipulated that recogni-
tion of  citizenship also applied to  those who  were born in the RSFSR, or if  at 
least one of  their parents was a Soviet citizen and permanently resided on the 
territory of  the RSFSR (as a birthright).19 Rus sian citizenship could also be ac-
quired by birth (po rozhdeniyu).20 Hence, the law combined the two princi ples 
of  determining citizenship: the first, by origin ( jus sanguinis) which gives pref-
erence to the origins of  the parents (birthright), and the second, jus soli, which 
accords importance to the place of  birth.21 This was (and is) the practice of  
most Western countries and demonstrated an inclusive agenda.22 Moreover, 
the law also expressed an obligation to reduce statelessness according to inter-
national  legal norms. This meant that Rus sia was opening itself  to the influ-
ences of  globalization and late modern trends of  inclusivity and the flexibility 



 the UnmakInG of the sovIet pRoj eCt 19

of  identities. As we  will see  later, this had far- reaching effects on the concept of  
citizenship and perceptions of  identity.

Despite the law’s inclusiveness and compliance with international  legal 
practices, it also bore a second set of  ideas— namely, characteristics of  Rus-
sia’s primacy among the republics. The person who led this policy was Valery 
Tishkov, Yeltsin’s nationalities minister and Rus sia’s leading ethnographer. His 
assessment was as follows: “A man born in Alma- Ata, who studied in Lenin-
grad, and worked in Kharkov, had the full right to acquire citizenship not only 
of  Kazakhstan, Rus sia, and Ukraine, but also of  any other state formed on 
the territory of  the former USSR.”23 Tishkov, who held liberal views, chose to 
see the inclusive qualities of  the Soviet imperial laboratory and its product— 
the Homo sovieticus. However, this typical Soviet citizen was based on Rus sian 
linguistic and cultural characteristics, and so although the law never specifi-
cally referred to ethnic Rus sians, the emblematic Soviet citizen who it tried to 
cater for was in many cases  either an ethnic Rus sian or a Russified individual 
(a Rus sian speaker). This was reinforced by the evolving real ity, for as the 
 union was coming to its end, it became increasingly clear that ethnic Rus sians 
and Rus sian speakers  were the predominant group that did not fit the new 
nationalizing realities of  the newly formed post- Soviet states. This meant 
that the law positioned Rus sia as the material and spiritual caretaker of  the 
rights of  ethnic Rus sians and Rus sian speakers in the post- Soviet space.24

Hence, the law demonstrated the need to address the challenges of  the en-
suing imperial Soviet collapse. A situation where millions of  ethnic Rus sians 
or Russified  people— who culturally and linguistically identified with Rus sia 
and might soon find themselves outside the Rus sian state— dictated policy. This 
resulted in the most exceptional method of  acquiring Rus sian citizenship— 
citizenship registration (grazhdanstva v porjadke registratsii).25 The law recog-
nized the special kinship between Rus sia and the citizens of  the former Soviet 
Union.26 This was specifically expressed in articles 18-3 and 18-4, which stated 
that former Soviet citizens residing on the territories of  former Soviet repub-
lics who had not acquired citizenship of  their republic within three years since 
the law came into force and declared their desire for a Rus sian citizenship  were 
eligible for citizenship.27 The same applied to former Soviet citizens who be-
came stateless persons, although they had to make the declaration within a 
year (again, as an expression of  concern for the reduction of  statelessness). 
Article 18-5 stated that foreign citizens or stateless persons who  were born in 
the RSFSR, or at least one of  their parents was born in the RSFSR, could reg-
ister as citizens within a year of  the law’s coming into force.28

The naturalization method, legally called “admission into citizenship” 
(priem v grazhdanstvo), expressed similar views.  Here the required residency 
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period of  five years in order to naturalize could be reduced or waived for for-
mer Soviet citizens.29 Other princi ples stipulated an obligation to protect the 
rights of  Rus sians abroad, while dual citizenship was accepted only when it 
was endorsed by international treaties between Rus sia and a specific state.30 
 These articles, presented in  table 1, allowed multiple paths to citizenship. Al-
though worded inclusively and without ethnic reference, they  were intended 
for  people alienated by their new republics— those who  were least likely to 
acquire citizenship,  those denied citizenship, or  those who chose to waive it. 
Most likely  these  were ethnic Rus sians and  those strongly identifying with 
Rus sia or  those who had nowhere  else to go. This expressed the par tic u lar 
Rus sianness of  the law, which tried to address the post- Soviet unmixing of  
populations but did so in an inclusive manner without inserting an ethnic Rus-
sian or cultural clause and by referring to all former Soviet citizens.

Less than two months  after passage of  the 1991 citizenship law, Yeltsin 
signed the Belavezha Accords, which dissolved the Soviet Union. From this 
point, the 1991 citizenship law had to regulate a new and complex real ity. The 
new Rus sian state apparatus was weak, and events  were moving fast— the 
shock therapy of  neoliberal economic reforms, the movement of   people across 
newly formed national borders, and erupting ethnic conflicts on the Soviet pe-
riphery. The ability of  the 1991 Rus sian citizenship law to effectively regulate 
this situation would shortly be tested.

Implementation of the 1991 Citizenship law
In 1992–1993 almost two million  people moved to Rus sia from former Soviet 
republics.31 This might suggest that the inclusiveness of  the 1991 law resulted 
in, or at least facilitated, an immigration surge to Rus sia. However, a closer 
look shows that in the new conditions of  hastened in de pen dence, the ability 

 Table 1 Main Methods for Acquisition of  Citizenship  under the 1991 Citizenship Law

RECOGNITION REGISTRATION NATURALIZATION BIRTH

Eligibility Zero option— RSFSR 
residents on December 6, 
1992, or born in the 
RSFSR, or one parent 
permanently resided in 
the RSFSR

Former Soviet citizens 
who resided in the 
former Soviet republics 
and did not acquire 
citizenship within three 
years and declare interest 
in Rus sian citizenship 
(for stateless persons, 
one- year deadline) 

Five years residency 
(could be waived 
for former Soviet 
citizens)

 Children 
of  Rus sian 
citizens
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of  the 1991 citizenship law to effectively regulate citizenship and migration 
was  limited. Specifically, the law’s execution by the bureaucracy and the early 
attitudes of  Yeltsin’s administration complicated the acquisition of  Rus sian citi-
zenship by former Soviet citizens, despite the inclusiveness of  the law. Two 
main obstacles prohibited many Rus sians and Rus sian speakers, as well as other 
former Soviet citizens, from acquiring Rus sian citizenship  under the 1991 law.

The first obstacle was the ban on dual citizenship for applicants. The 1991 
citizenship law included provisions in articles 18-3 and 18-4 that required the 
applicant to waive or renounce the citizenship of  his or her republic of  resi-
dence.32 In bureaucratic terms, in the 1990s (and even in the early 2000s), hav-
ing Rus sian citizenship or citizenship of  any other former Soviet republic 
meant that a person had in their Soviet passport  either a Soviet residency reg-
istration (propiska), which stated their permanent place of  residence, or a 
stamped citizenship liner (vkladysh).33 Rus sian authorities (consulates for  those 
applying abroad and the Ministry of  the Interior for  those applying in Rus sia), 
prior to stamping the applicant’s Soviet passport with Rus sian citizenship, ex-
pected applicants to obtain a document stating that they relinquished or waived 
their citizenship in their former republic of  residence.34 Such documents  were 
hard to obtain, especially if  the applicant had left their republic of  residence 
and applied through the Ministry of  the Interior in Rus sia, since their ability 
to access the bureaucracy in their republic was  limited.35  Those who failed to 
provide the necessary documents  were directed to the naturalization path, 
which required five years of  residency in Rus sia.

The ban on dual citizenship was not an accidental policy outcome, and it 
complicated the lives of  Rus sians and Rus sian speakers. It was in line with Yelt-
sin’s administration’s early ambivalent approach  toward Rus sians and Rus sian 
speakers, who  were perceived as pro- union.36  After in de pen dence, Rus sia’s for-
eign minister Andrei Kozyrev adhered to the same hesitant course of  policy.37 
He was adamantly opposed to dual citizenship, as it could have resulted in mass 
acquisitions of  Rus sian passports and would have been perceived as interven-
tion in the internal affairs of  the newly in de pen dent republics. He preferred 
to address the issue of  dual citizenship via international agreements with for-
mer Soviet republics.38 However, the republics refused to sign dual citizenship 
agreements, and the provisions in the Rus sian law became a de facto ban on 
dual citizenship. This ban posed a serious dilemma for Rus sians and Rus sian 
speakers in former Soviet republics. Events surrounding the collapse of  the 
Soviet Union moved rapidly, and  people  were considering their options in an 
environment of  uncertainty. If  obtaining Rus sian citizenship meant waiving 
their rights in their places of  residence for many years, or even generations, 
the choice was not so clear. Even in Estonia and Latvia, where most Rus sians 
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and Rus sian speakers  were in danger of  becoming stateless, Rus sians sought 
for ways to safeguard their rights.

The second obstacle that prohibited former Soviet citizens from acquiring 
Rus sian citizenship was the Soviet practice of  propiska, which was used as a 
condition for eligibility. In the Soviet Union,  every citizen was required to live 
according to their propiska— that is, they had to register in their place of  resi-
dence and to reside in their place of  registration. The 1991 law required for-
mer Soviet citizens who wished to move to Rus sia and acquire citizenship to 
“relocate with the intention to take up permanent residency.”39 The post- Soviet 
form of  propiska was named “registration” (registratsiya), which was meant 
to be a  simple statement of  where one resided. Accounting for the changing 
circumstances of  freedom of  movement, the government created two cate-
gories of  registration: permanent registration or temporary registration.40 
However, the local Ministries of  the Interior in Rus sia’s regions conditioned 
the acquisition of  citizenship on a Soviet- style propiska in the form of  a stamp 
in one’s passport that indicated a place of  residence and required the person 
to live at the indicated address (hence, permanent registration).

This practice created a serious hurdle for  those who wished to acquire citi-
zenship. If  one had de cided to move to Rus sia and applied for citizenship 
through the Ministry of  the Interior, one would often be refused due to the 
lack of  registration, which was difficult to obtain in the absence of  citizenship.41 
Some local authorities introduced a fee for registration. In Moscow, the fee 
was astronomical. In August 1994, for example, the fee was 10 million rubles 
for Rus sian citizens (about 5,000 USD, five hundred times the minimum wage) 
and 20 million rubles for Commonwealth of  In de pen dent States (CIS) citi-
zens.42 Registering was almost impossible for someone applying from their 
republic of  residence outside Rus sia who did not have  family in Rus sia to reg-
ister with. As one mi grant quoted by the migration scholar Moya Flynn 
noted: “It was difficult to get a job at the factory  because I  didn’t have a prop-
iska. It was impossible to get one. In Novosibirsk, they  were very expensive, a 
permanent propiska. And without a propiska, . . .  you  can’t do anything.”43

This bureaucratic practice was deemed illegal by the federal center, yet it 
was unable to enforce its  will. In 1992 the Rus sian Constitutional Court ruled 
that the place of  residence should be considered when applying for citizen-
ship rather than the possession of  a permanent registration (propiska). In 
June 1993, the Presidential Administration passed the Law on the Rights of  
Citizens to Freedom of  Movement, the Choice of  a Place of  Stay and Resi-
dence within the Rus sian Federation (O prave grazhdan Rossiyskoy Federat-
sii na svobodu peredvizheniya, vybor mesta prebyvaniya i zhitel’stva v 
predelakh Rossiyskoy Federatsii), which banned the use of  the Soviet- style 
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propiska.44 The law also clearly stated that registration should be  free of  
charge.45 The federal center in Moscow, however, was embroiled in internal 
po liti cal strug gles, and regional authorities  were emboldened to continue 
the practice of  propiska, which  limited access to citizenship for former Soviet 
citizens.46 Hence, the flow of   people into Rus sia cannot be solely attributed 
to the inclusiveness of  the 1991 law, as its application was  limited by ingrained 
bureaucratic practices.

a new migration space
Something quite diff er ent from the consequences of  the 1991 law, and no less 
impor tant, was happening in post- Soviet Rus sia. The collapse of  the Soviet 
Union created a new migration space with patterns that  were unknown dur-
ing the Soviet era. Internal borders became open international borders. The 
Bishkek Treaty of  1992 introduced a  free visa zone within the CIS. The move-
ment of   people from third countries was still regulated by a visa system, but 
the borders  were largely open for travel. The  labor and housing markets  were 
liberalized, and  people could gain employment freely and let, rent, and buy 
housing according to their financial means and  free  will.  These characteristics 
of  post- Soviet migration  were not only a result of  the collapse of  the Soviet 
Union but also tied to the temporal context in which  these events  were taking 
place— the globalized late modern era, when travel was increasingly  free and 
transportation, communication, and finance transfers  were becoming increas-
ingly accessible, accompanied by deregulation in the economy.

In Soviet times, internal migration was also widespread. In fact, it had been 
noted that Soviet migration was even higher than post- Soviet flows.47 The 
Soviet migration space was closed off, however, from the outside world; large 
Soviet population flows  were directed by the state, and population movement 
was controlled by the authorities and regulated by propiska. The biggest state- 
directed migration flows  were eastward. In the 1940s and 1950s, during the 
Second World War and in the Virgin Lands Campaign (1954), the Soviet state 
directed a large influx of  Rus sians and Slavs to Central Asia.48 By the 1970s, 
the Soviet trend of  migration started to reverse back to the RSFSR as Brezhnev 
initiated the construction of  the Baikal- Amur Mainline (BAM), a railway line 
that stretched across the  union and attracted a large number of  Soviet work-
ers. He also led a policy of  indigenization, encouraging members of  titular 
nations to assume key posts in the republics.49 In the 1970s, this resulted in 
the migration of  half  a million Rus sians and Rus sian speakers from Kazakh-
stan and 100,000 Rus sians from Kyrgyzstan, a trend that continued in the 
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1980s.50 Hence, by the 1980s Rus sians and Rus sians speakers  were already re-
turning in large numbers to the western republics of  the  union (including the 
RSFSR, Ukraine, Moldova, Belorus sia, and the Baltic republics), but they  were 
moving within state- controlled flows of  population and within the state- 
controlled system of  propiska.

Within that state- controlled system of  migration, Soviet citizens  were pro-
vided employment, housing that could be registered with propiska, educa-
tion for their  children, and social ser vices. Any deviations from residency or 
work at the place of  registry  were deemed criminal and punishable.51 Theo-
retically though, once a sentence had been served, a person would once again 
be provided with employment and housing; they would then thus have a pro-
piska and be able to resume a normative  legal life.52 The Soviet system did not 
work as smoothly as outlined above. In many cases,  people could obtain em-
ployment an housing through personal,  family, and professional networks 
and not via the state. Nonetheless, the basic premises of  the system  were set 
forth with a functioning internal logic, which allowed  people to reasonably 
easily lead a  legal way of  life.

The post- Soviet migration space was not only a new postimperial migra-
tion space but also deregulated, in line with globalized trends of  late moder-
nity and neoliberal economic thinking. The direction of  migration flows was 
no longer directed by the state in accordance with central plans and was un-
accompanied by state- provided employment and housing.  After the collapse, 
 people  were  free to move wherever they saw fit. In this environment, migra-
tion became much more Rus sia centered, as Rus sia seemed like the most ap-
propriate destination po liti cally and eco nom ical ly.53 Neither was it a neat 
stream of  mi grants consisting only of  ethnic Rus sians who  were looking to 
re unite with their countrymen and countrywomen. It was a disordered move-
ment of  heterogeneous  people across new international borders in the visa- 
free regime that was established in 1992.  These new mi grants arrived in a 
deregulated socioeconomic situation. The government had no tools to address 
this migration, and  people  were expected to fend for themselves.  These  were 
the characteristics of  the globalized late modern condition— people  were freer 
to move and  were expected to make their own choices and consequently look 
 after themselves.

In the post- Soviet context, propiska was no longer workable as a system 
of  control, and in this migratory environment, as Alexander Osipov notes, 
its continued use gave rise to a  legal gray zone in Rus sia.54 The institution of  
Rus sian citizenship began to fragment in this gray zone, which worked as 
follows. If  a Soviet citizen arrived in Rus sia  after February 1992 but did not 
acquire a certificate that they had waived their former citizenship or could 
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not provide registration in Rus sia, they would not receive Rus sian citizen-
ship; however, neither would they be deported. This person could remain in 
Rus sia carry ing a Soviet passport. If  a public official  stopped this person, the 
only way in which they  were breaking the law was their lack of  a propiska, 
which at that point was in itself  a vague  legal instrument. If  this person spoke 
the language, they could (albeit with some difficulties) find employment in 
the free- market economy and feel quite at home. They could live for years 
in this  legal limbo— neither a citizen nor a fully illegal mi grant, as the 1991 
law was devised specifically for  people like them and the federal authorities 
deemed this denial of  citizenship as illegal.

This  legal gray zone was a type of  fragmentation of  citizenship specific to 
Rus sia’s circumstances yet was closely related to the consequences of  global 
trends in other places. As in any other country in a globalized late modern 
society, the experience of  life was  shaped in the interaction between local cir-
cumstances and international trends. Hence, while the overall trend was that 
institutions became more flexible and their position in the society was disin-
tegrating, a multiplicity of   factors contributed to how this trend was gener-
ated in each case. In the case of  Rus sian citizenship, this fragmentation was 
 shaped in the interaction between the 1991 citizenship law, post- Soviet migra-
tion flows, global deregulated travel, and the neoliberal economic and bu-
reaucratic practices of  regional authorities. In this interaction, a specifically 
Rus sian fragmentation of  the institute of  citizenship was taking place, mani-
fested in the creation of  a gray zone of  citizenship, where citizenship was los-
ing its primacy as something that dictated belonging and granted rights and, 
in fact, was becoming more fluid.

“Go back to Rus sia”: Rus sians and  
Rus sian speakers abroad
The pro cess of  late modern fragmentation created a growing sense in Rus sia 
that its citizenship policy was underperforming. This was not far from the 
truth, as the situation was uncontrolled in ways that Rus sians had never expe-
rienced. Yet most po liti cal attention was drawn to the difficult conditions that 
Rus sians and Rus sian speakers faced in the former Soviet states. A short over-
view of   these conditions shows why this issue gained po liti cal potency in 
Rus sia.

In 1992–1994, Estonia and Latvia rejected the practice of  zero option and 
opted for laws that excluded large parts of  the Rus sian and Russian- speaking 
population from its citizenry.55 As a result, in 1992 in Estonia roughly 500,000 
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Rus sians and Rus sian speakers remained stateless.56 In 1994, the Latvian citi-
zenship law left about 700,000  people stateless.57 Naturalization in  these coun-
tries, which required a language exam, was a long and difficult path for most 
Rus sians and Rus sian speakers, who did not speak Estonian and Latvian. More-
over, psychologically, the loss of   legal and social status was particularly hard 
for  these communities that did not perceive Estonia and Latvia as a foreign 
country.58 In both countries, statelessness impinged on po liti cal and property 
rights (investments by foreigners  were regulated) and barred  those individu-
als from work in the public sector, including in the state education system.59

In other former republics, Rus sians found themselves at odds with the new 
regimes. In Ukraine, Rus sians constituted about 20  percent of  the population 
and  were in a problematic po liti cal position. Ethnic Rus sians and Russified 
Ukrainians lived in the heavy industrial urban centers in the east and would 
have gained from closer relations with Rus sia, where their products had com-
patible markets and trusted customers. Ethnic Ukrainian communities  were 
concentrated in the west and saw greater opportunities in integrating with Eu-
rope. This created two competing visions for the  future of  Ukraine.60 An-
other newly in de pen dent state with a large Rus sian minority was Kazakhstan. 
With a community of  6.2 million  people, constituting 37  percent of  the pop-
ulation and 70–80  percent in the northern regions, ethnic Rus sians in Kazakh-
stan expected to have a privileged position but soon found themselves at odds 
with the regime.61 Since 1989 President Nursultan Nazarbayev had pursued a 
policy of  linguistic and ethnic Kazakhization.62 The main Rus sian party, Lad, 
and the cultural association Russkaya Obshchina found that their relations with 
the authorities  were quickly worsening, and by 1994 Kazakhs dominated 
politics.63

Ethnic conflicts and civil war tore the post- Soviet space, often endangering 
minorities— Russians and Rus sia speakers among them. In 1989 in Uzbekistan, 
where  there  were 1.6 million Rus sians (8  percent of  the population), a pogrom 
against Meskhetian Turks in the Fergana Valley, a region between Uzbekistan, 
Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan, spread fears among Rus sians of  further intereth-
nic confrontations.64 The journalist and author Jonathan Steele, who traveled 
in Fergana  after the pogrom, recalled that period.65 His host in Fergana town, 
a Rus sian who had moved  there twenty years  earlier from central Rus sia, told 
him that 20,000 of  130,000 Rus sian residents, together with other minorities 
(Tatars and Jews), had already left. His wife described the hostile attitudes: 
“When I go to the bazaar, they say ‘Go back to Rus sia.’ When they  don’t give 
me my change and I ask for it, they say ‘Go back to Rus sia.’ ”66 By 1992 civil 
wars  were raging in Tajikistan, Nagorno- Karabakh, Ossetia, and Abkhazia, 
while in Moldova tensions between ethnic Rus sians and Moldovans resulted 
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in open conflict and the de facto secession of  the Russian- populated Transd-
niestria region.

The new nationalist opposition in Rus sia rallied around the cause of  eth-
nic Rus sians and Rus sian speakers, placing Rus sianness firmly on the po liti cal 
agenda of  citizenship legislation. In real ity, the difficulties of  Rus sians and Rus-
sian speakers in the former Soviet republics  were only scantly related to the 
complications of  acquiring citizenship in Rus sia, while other  factors contrib-
uted to the decision of   whether to emigrate. For instance, the flow of  mi grants 
from the Baltic states was always small, despite  legal hardship and due to posi-
tive economic prospects  there. The opposition, however, made a po liti cal 
point of  the difficulties experienced by ethnic Rus sians and Rus sia speakers 
and tied it to difficulties in accessing citizenship. It accused the Rus sian gov-
ernment of  not  doing enough to ensure that Rus sians’ and Rus sian speakers’ 
rights and safety  were being upheld. In 1993, Dmitry Rogozin, the Rus sian dep-
uty prime minister between 2011 and 2018, together with General Alexander 
Lebed, a prominent politician in the 1990s, established the Congress of  Rus-
sian Communities (Kongress russkikh obshchin), which campaigned for the 
rights of  Rus sians and Rus sian speakers.67 Rogozin repeatedly called for the 
Rus sian government to intervene to protect Rus sians and Rus sian speakers 
abroad: “Only an immediate intervention by the Rus sian Foreign Ministry to 
protect the interests of  Rus sian citizens and  those who have expressed a de-
sire to be so, can stop a pos si ble disaster.”68

Against this backdrop, by 1993 Yeltsin’s and Kozyrev’s hesitant approaches 
and the difficulties associated with acquiring citizenship in Rus sia seemed in-
appropriate. Yeltsin’s administration found that they had to address the situa-
tion of  Rus sians and Rus sian speakers even if  initially they  were not fully 
inclined to do so. Yet they  were called to solve the shortcomings of  citizen-
ship in Rus sia by addressing only one  factor: the postimperial unmixing of  
 people, or the place of  ethnic Rus sians and Rus sian speakers. Po liti cally moti-
vated, this ignored the evolving situation of  migration, where  there  were more 
 factors at play— bureaucratic practices in Rus sia and the consequences of  glo-
balization and late modernity. Thus, legislation revisions aimed at mending 
the prob lems associated with Rus sian citizenship had poor prospects.

a proactive Government approach, 1993–1995
Between 1993 and 1995, the Rus sian government took several legislative mea-
sures to better address this postimperial situation and ease access to citizenship 
for ethnic Rus sians and Rus sian speakers. In 1993 the government introduced 
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de facto dual citizenship and dropped the requirement for registration (prop-
iska). In 1994 it addressed the need to strengthen relations with Rus sians and 
Rus sian speakers abroad, who  were referred to as compatriots (sootechestven-
niki), and in 1995 it extended the date for former Soviet citizens to apply for a 
Rus sian citizenship.

By 1993 the ban on dual citizenship was the main grievance of  ethnic Rus-
sians and Rus sian speakers abroad against the authorities of  the newly in de-
pen dent states (Rus sia included). In Rus sia it became clear that Kozryev’s 
attempt to conclude dual citizenship agreements with the republics was not 
materializing, as the only such treaty was signed with Turkmenistan.69 Hence-
forth, the Rus sian government de cided to address dual citizenship unilater-
ally. In June 1993 an amendment to the law removed the requirement for 
former Soviet citizens to renounce their other citizenship in order to acquire 
Rus sian citizenship.70 It stated: “A person who is a citizen of  the Rus sian Fed-
eration  shall not be recognized as belonging to the citizenry of  another state.”71 
In the same year, the government  adopted a law concerning forced mi grants 
and another concerning refugees, which recognized the rights of  former So-
viet citizens and  were meant to help them financially in their move to 
Rus sia.72

Practically, this meant that prospective applicants no longer had to provide 
a document proving that they did not possess another citizenship and allowed 
further access to former Soviet citizens.73 De facto, this was dual citizenship. 
Furthermore, it legally dropped the requirement of  propiska and allowed for-
mer Soviet citizens to freely apply for the citizenship stamp in their Soviet 
passports at Rus sian consulates in their places of  residence.74 Indeed, from this 
point, according to Ginsburgs, the flow of  applicants in the former Soviet re-
publics increased, with long queues forming outside Rus sian consulates.75 
Ginsburgs found that by 1996 about 900,000  people had acquired Rus sian citi-
zenship through consulates abroad.76 In theory,  these  people  were eligible for 
financial assistance.

In August 1994 a new government resolution on mea sures to support com-
patriots abroad was published. It stated that “the resolution of  questions of  
financial, economic, social and military- political cooperation between Rus sia 
and certain states  will be made contingent on the concrete position the lead-
ership of   these states take in recognizing the rights and interests of  Rus sians 
on their territory.”77 This decree was a strong po liti cal shift away from early vi-
sions of  cordial relations with former Soviet states and the idea that Rus sia’s 
primacy meant caring for all former Soviet citizens equally. It was a victory for 
figures like Rogozin, who kept accusing the government of  not  doing enough 
to protect the rights of  Rus sians everywhere who  were suffering “destruction, 
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humiliation and plight.”78 In this spirit, the government established a Govern-
mental Commission on the Affairs of  Compatriots and deferred the 1991 law 
deadline for application for citizenship from 1995 to December 2000.79

 These legislative changes  were meant to fix the problematic situation of  
citizenship in Rus sia by addressing the prob lems of  ethnic Rus sians and Rus-
sian speakers in the former Soviet states and to allow parts of  the Rus sian 
in- group to join the citizenry. If  the prob lems that Rus sia was facing  were 
primarily postimperial,  these changes could have worked. Yet, as noted  earlier, 
the institution of  citizenship in Rus sia was fragmenting and devolving not only 
 because of  postimperial conditions.

the erosion of the Institution of Citizenship
It very quickly became apparent that the legislative mea sures introduced by 
the government  were unable to correct the prob lems associated with citizen-
ship in Rus sia and to regulate migration effectively. By making provisions for 
Rus sians and Rus sian speakers without considering the consequences of  glo-
balization and local bureaucratic practices, the government unintentionally 
contributed to the proliferation of  practices that eroded the central place of  
citizenship as a social institution that denotes belonging and grants rights.  After 
the aforementioned legislations came into force, a growing number of   people 
within Rus sia  were living in a  legal gray zone and had diff er ent rights granted 
to them by multiple authorities (Rus sia being only one of  them).

The implementation of  dual citizenship contributed to this in the follow-
ing way. Since the Rus sian law scrapped the need to waive former citizenship, 
former Soviet citizens who applied for Rus sian citizenship at consulates abroad 
 were stamped with a Rus sian citizenship liner even if  they had a valid prop-
iska stamp from their republic. Carrying such a passport in Rus sia was  legal, 
yet most republics had banned dual citizenship, and  there such a passport was 
considered illegal. In this system, the ability to exercise the right to dual citi-
zenship with Rus sia depended on the lack of  enforcement of  the ban in the 
republic of  residence.80 The number of  Rus sian  people who acquired citizen-
ship outside Rus sia (about 900,000 by 1996) indicated that many had taken this 
path and carried a passport that was illegal in their country of  origin.81 In some 
republics, notably in Ukraine and Uzbekistan,  people engaged in the practice 
of  “losing” passports.82 A person would declare that they had lost the Soviet 
passport and would get a new national passport from the republic of  residence; 
meanwhile, they would stamp the Soviet passport, which was declared lost, 
with a liner attesting to Rus sian citizenship.83
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As a result of  the de facto recognition of  dual citizenship, by the mid-1990s 
a growing number of   people in the former Soviet republics and in Rus sia had 
links to several po liti cal authorities, not all of  which  were legally sound. Hence, 
in the postimperial, late modern context of  early Rus sian in de pen dence,  people 
found themselves in what the Austrian social scientist Rainer Bauböck de-
scribed as citizenship constellations— that is, “a structure in which individuals 
are si mul ta neously linked to several po liti cal entities.”84 Unlike in Western 
Eu rope, which was the focus of  Bauböck’s research, in former Soviet states 
linking oneself  to multiple authorities was seen as a  matter of  survival. For 
many, additional Rus sian citizenship was an insurance policy against the dete-
riorating po liti cal and economic conditions in the former Soviet states.85  These 
 people wanted two citizenships  because they hoped to safeguard their rights. 
They did not want to miss the deadline for applying for Rus sian citizenship 
and then find themselves stuck in a country where their rights  were being im-
pinged on and their  future was uncertain. It was a more complex situation 
than simply choosing a citizenship due to national belonging.

If  the consequences of  dual citizenship  were not complex enough, the of-
ficial dropping of  the requirement for propiska in 1993, without the ability to 
force the executive organs in the regions to follow suit, made the institution 
of  citizenship even more ambiguous. Regional branches of  the Ministry of  
the Interior ignored the  legal changes on the federal level and continued to 
require a registration (propiska) when applying for citizenship within Rus sia.86 
Hence, throughout the 1990s, despite abolishing the institution of  propiska 
in numerous legislations, its successor— registration— remained the “deciding 
insignia of  a citizen of  Rus sia.”87 This was particularly true in Moscow, where 
registration regulations  were strictest; it increased the sense of  uncertainty, 
since the federal center was seen as unable to enforce its  will on the executive 
branches in the regions. This feeling was also exacerbated by the federal gov-
ernment’s failure to provide the financial assistance that it had promised in the 
laws concerning forced mi grants and refugees.88

In this context, the 1993 legislation that allowed citizenship without a reg-
istration requirement but could not enforce it only furthered the emergence 
of  a large  legal gray zone. It allowed more  people access to citizenship, while 
local law enforcement organs did not act lawfully and did not allow them full 
citizenship. The lack of  clear objectives for law enforcement organs and lax 
control by the center created widespread predatory be hav ior. The police of-
ten used the precarious situation of  mi grants in Rus sia for harassing them, in 
par tic u lar  those mi grants from the Caucasus and Central Asia. For example, 
registration in a certain flat could initiate numerous checks of  the property 
by the police.89 As a result, some tenants avoided registration out of  fear of  
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further harassment. Landlords  were also generally wary of  registration, due 
to past conceptions of  propiska as indicating owner ship and due also to a gen-
eral distrust of  the police.90  People who could not or chose not to register 
 were pushed into the growing gray zone, where rights might have accrued to 
them via federal legislation, but in practice they  were denied access to  these 
rights.

Fi nally, the category of  compatriots, which aimed to remedy prob lems 
faced by Rus sians and Rus sian speakers and strengthen Rus sianness in citizen-
ship legislation, contributed in its own way to the erosion of  the institution 
of  citizenship. Instead of  solidifying  people’s positions as  either citizens or non-
citizens, it signaled that Rus sia was willing to take a more aggressive line re-
garding the place of  ethnic Rus sians and Rus sian speakers abroad and that they 
continued to have a special status in Rus sia. This encouraged  legal choices that 
reinforced complex citizenship constellations, besides dual citizenship.

An incident in Crimea and citizenship choices in Estonia and Latvia pro-
vide good examples. In the aftermath of  the government resolution that con-
ditioned Rus sian relations with states on the rights and interests of  Rus sians 
on their territory, for at least a  little while Rus sia seemed to put its passports 
where its mouth was. In 1995, in response to the Ukrainian parliament abol-
ishing the Crimean Constitution, Rus sian authorities set up a consulate in 
Sevastopol and started to issue Rus sian passports on- site.91 Ukraine, which 
banned dual citizenship, called Rus sia to close the unauthorized consulate. Rus-
sia denied the episode and claimed that it was a planned visit by the consular 
officer from Kiev.92 This was an outstanding episode, yet the practice of  Ukrai-
nians, particularly in Crimea, acquiring Rus sian citizenship without forfeiting 
their Ukrainian passport continued throughout the 1990s. It is unclear, even 
to Ukrainian authorities, how many  people acquired Rus sian passports in 
Crimea over the years. Taras Kuzio, a scholar of  Ukraine, cites diff er ent sources 
presenting figures as low as 6,000 and as high as 100,000. (The highest figure 
was cited by the deputy secretary of  the Ukrainian National and Security 
Council.)93 This was a clear sign that Rus sia was willing to pursue bolder poli-
cies vis- à- vis Rus sians and Rus sian speakers abroad.

In Estonia and Latvia, involvement was more nuanced. Estonian and Lat-
vian citizenship laws excluded hundreds of  thousands of  ethnic Rus sians and 
Rus sian speakers from their citizenry.94 Due to the large numbers of  stateless 
persons, and spurred by Eu ro pean and international pressure, Latvia and Es-
tonia introduced a special status for Rus sians and Rus sian speakers who did 
not receive citizenship. Starting in the mid-1990s, in Latvia they received a sta-
tus of  noncitizens, and in Estonia they  were issued so- called alien passports. 
 These  were literally gray passports that extended residency rights and afforded 
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freedom of  movement similar to Latvian and Estonian passports but failed to 
grant full citizenship status.95 For many  people, such a solution seemed more 
appropriate than the long and difficult naturalization pro cess.

Rus sia’s acknowl edgment of  former Soviet citizens in Latvia and Estonia 
as compatriots further emboldened them not to take up full citizenship. Fur-
thermore, it allowed them visa- free travel, while if  they acquired a local pass-
port, they would have needed a visa to enter Rus sia. Together with better 
economic conditions in  these countries and the prospects of  EU integration, 
 these gray statuses presented an attractive option.96 Overall, Rus sia’s new pol-
icy direction encouraged ethnic Rus sians and Rus sian speakers not to choose 
one specific citizenship but to opt for citizenship constellations, where they 
received rights granted by several authorities, Rus sia among them.

Hence, the new government course of  policy in 1993–1995, which aimed 
to create order in the citizenship situation by addressing the needs of  Rus sians 
and Rus sian speakers, unintentionally made the institution of  citizenship in 
Rus sia more fragmented and fluid. De facto dual citizenship, dropping prop-
iska, and legislation that identified Rus sians in the new states as compatriots 
resulted in a growing number of   people who  were living in the  legal gray zone 
and increased the sense of  vagueness of  the contours of  the Rus sian citizenry.

the smirnov Case, 1996
If  more proof  was needed that the legislative mea sures of  1993–1995  were un-
able to address the evolving citizenship situation in Rus sia, it came in 1996. In 
the obscure  legal state of  affairs and illegal enforcement of  the 1990s, it was 
only a  matter of  time  until cases of  a Soviet citizen who was wronged by the 
system would reach Constitutional Court appeals. This happened in May 1996, 
when the Rus sian Constitutional Court ruled in the case of  Smirnov against 
the state. This case was an example of  one person who was plunged into 
the  legal gray zone, but it was also impor tant as it had further po liti cal 
consequences.

A. V. Smirnov was a typical Soviet citizen. He was an ethnic Rus sian, who 
was born in 1959 in the RSFSR in the Moscow oblast and resided  there  until 
he was twenty years old. In 1979, he married and moved to the Latvian Soviet 
Socialist Republic (SSR) for permanent residency.97 In 1992 Smirnov divorced, 
returned to Rus sia, and took up permanent residency in the Moscow oblast 
and received a propiska.98 Alas, he returned to Rus sia  after the February 6, 1992, 
date that was indicated in the 1991 law as the cut- off  date for  people to be con-
sidered  under the citizenship recognition path. Hence, he was directed by the 
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authorities to the citizenship registration path.99 Smirnov refused to register for 
citizenship and demanded to be recognized as a citizen, as indicated in article 
13-2 in the 1991 citizenship law, which stipulated that recognition of  citizen-
ship also applied to  those who  were born on the territory of  the RSFSR. He 
appealed all the way to the Supreme Court and was overruled  every time,  until 
in May 1996 the Constitutional Court ruled in his  favor to be recognized as a 
Rus sian citizen.100

The ruling underlined that since Rus sian citizenship is assigned as a birth-
right and cannot be revoked involuntarily, according to article 6 of  the Rus-
sian Constitution (as well as the Universal Declaration of   Human Rights) and 
regardless of  the place of  residence, Smirnov had to be recognized as a Rus-
sian citizen.101 The court ruled section 3 of  article 18 in the 1991 citizenship 
law— the section  under which  those who  were born on the territory of  the 
RSFSR  were directed to the citizenship registration pro cess rather than receiv-
ing recognition as Rus sian citizens—to be unconstitutional. This ruling could 
not be applied directly to the majority of  the 25 million ethnic Rus sians who 
lived outside of  Rus sia. However, it provided an opportunity for the opposition 
to fuel a po liti cal debate on  whether Rus sian citizenship legislation appropri-
ately addressed the rights of  Rus sians and Rus sia speakers abroad and supported 
the formation of  a desired Rus sian citizenry.

In the aftermath of  the Smirnov decision, a parliamentary  battle raged 
around the rights of  Rus sians and Rus sian speakers for Rus sian citizenship. 
Once more, the debate mostly ignored the new complex migration situation 
that was evolving in Rus sia and focused solely on Rus sians and Rus sian 
speakers.

In June  1996 State Duma member Sergei Baburin took the initiative to 
promote his agenda through the crack opened by the Constitutional Court. 
Baburin was at the time a leading right- wing politician with a nationally in-
fused agenda102 He proposed a draft law whose wording was in line with the 
Constitutional Court’s ruling in the Smirnov case. It stated that a person is 
recognized as a citizen of  Rus sia if  he or she fulfilled the following criteria: 
they  were born on territory that at the time of  their birth belonged to the 
RSFSR; they did not voluntarily renounce their Rus sian citizenship; they left 
the territory of  the RSFSR but remained within the former Soviet Union; 
they did not receive citizenship of  another state; and they returned for perma-
nent residency in Rus sia.103

Baburin’s real intention was, however, to recognize as Rus sian citizens all 
 those who had not received citizenship in their republics of  residence, with-
out their intent and without setting a deadline for requests.104 His arguments 
 were grounded on Rus sia’s primacy among the former Soviet republics as the 
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 legal successor of  the Soviet Union. As such, he argued, Rus sia could not deny 
former Soviet citizens their right to be recognized as Rus sian citizens.105 
Such a law would apply mainly to ethnic Rus sians and Rus sian speakers, who 
 were more likely not to receive citizenship in the newly in de pen dent states or 
did not voluntarily renounce their Rus sian citizenship. Baburin’s proposal 
was passed in its first hearing in June 1996 but was sidelined by a compet-
ing proposal.

In May 1997, the Presidential Administration submitted a similar proposal. 
It concentrated on amending the sections deemed unconstitutional in the 1991 
law but did not make the  legal leap that would link Rus sia’s succession of  the 
Soviet Union with the automatic recognition of  certain groups as Rus sian citi-
zens. The version submitted by the Presidential Administration was passed in 
its first reading in September 1997. In the second reading in February 1998, 
Georgy Tikhonov, a member of  the Committee on CIS Affairs and Relations 
with Compatriots, made an emotional appeal where he emphasized kinship 
with Rus sians abroad and described them as victims of  the collapse of  the So-
viet Union. He stated: “The Belavezha Accords denied 25 million  people of  
their motherland, and if  we accept the law . . .  as it is presented by the com-
mittee  today, we  will deny  these 25 million  people their citizenship.”106 The 
draft law was defeated in its second reading and fi nally removed from the 
agenda the next year, without resolving the constitutional inconsistency within 
the 1991 citizenship law.107

the Compatriots law, 1999
The next legislation relating to citizenship took place in March 1999, on the 
initiative of  the opposition, when the Rus sian Duma  adopted the Law on Rus-
sian State Policy  towards Compatriots Abroad (Zakon o gosudarstvennoy 
politike Rossiyskoy Federatsii v otnoshenii sootechestvennikov za rubezhom; 
hereafter, the 1999 Compatriots Law).108 Once again this legislation focused 
on the rights of  Rus sians and Rus sian speakers, and once more it had conse-
quences that blurred the contours of  the Rus sian citizenry. This law did two 
 things: defined again who was a compatriot and created a legislative path for 
acquisition of  citizenship by compatriots. According to article 1 in the 1999 
Compatriots Law, compatriots  were “persons who  were born, resided or 
 residing in the same state and have common traits of  language, religion, 
 cultural heritage, as well as their descendants.”109 The law referred to the 
“originality” (samobytnost’) of  compatriots— namely, their language, religion 
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and culture, which linked them to Rus sia.110 Relating to originality indicated 
that compatriots  were assumed to speak Rus sian and feel close to Rus sian cul-
ture and the Rus sian Orthodox Church. This basically revealed that compatri-
ots  were former Soviet ethnic Rus sians and Rus sian speakers, without openly 
saying so.111

However, the application of  the law was quite odd and undermined the 
sense that citizenship was meant to grant rights to a specific group of   people 
that  were considered part of  the national in- group. The acquisition of  citizen-
ship by compatriots, as set out in article 11 of  the 1999 Compatriots Law was 
used for specific groups of  former Soviet citizens who lived in the breakaway 
republics of  Georgia and Moldova and  were not necessarily ethnic Rus sians 
or Rus sian speakers by origin (at least not in Abkhazia, where most residents 
are members of  Caucasian ethnic groups, which  were not Russified).112 This 
novel aspect of  Rus sian citizenship policy illustrated Rus sia’s growing appe-
tite for the strategic use of  citizenship to foster ties with groups of  former So-
viet citizens in order to promote its foreign policy objectives, as was seen in 
the short episode of  issuing passports in Crimea in 1995. In the breakaway re-
gions in Georgia (Abkhazia and South Ossetia) and Moldova (Transdniestria), 
the acquisition of  Rus sian passports became common and a pretext for Rus-
sia’s involvement in their affairs.113 This practice of  issuing Rus sian passports 
in breakaway republics further undermined the institution of  citizenship as a 
stable category with well- defined rules on membership.

The Smirnov case, the ensuing parliamentary debate, and the 1999 Com-
patriots Law showed that even as the de cade drew  toward a close, the chal-
lenge of  forming a stable and secure citizenry in Rus sia was unattainable. The 
changing global circumstances that  were influencing migration  were largely 
ignored, and the debate focused on Rus sians and Rus sian speakers. The op-
position was pushing for further provisions to assist ethnic Rus sians and Rus-
sian speakers abroad to fix the Rus sian citizenry and further their nationally 
infused agenda. Progovernment forces resisted this as an unconstructive step 
that could result in  legal complications and conflict with former Soviet states.114 
But they also failed to account for the broader picture of  changing migration 
circumstances. Yeltsin was weak and did not control the Duma, where start-
ing in 1995 the Communists and other opposition parties had almost 50  percent 
of  the seats, and the legislative debate on citizenship was becoming radically 
politicized. The Rus sian government had no vision and no ability to drive a 
new policy that would stabilize the situation of  citizenship. In this situation 
the  legal gray zone was expanding and deepening as a Rus sian type of  late 
modern citizenship fragmentation.
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migration and Citizenship in Rus sian  
late modernity
If  the defining experience of  citizenship in Rus sia was an increasing  legal gray 
zone and a citizenry where citizenship was becoming fragmented and fluid, 
what  were its characteristics by the end of  the de cade?

The opening of  borders and new freedom of  movement unleashed one of  
the largest international migration waves in history in the former Soviet space, 
with Rus sia being its prime recipient of  mi grants. About 6 million  people 
moved to Rus sia during the first de cade of  in de pen dence, and it became the 
second biggest host of  immigration  after the United States.115 Out of   these, 
about 4 million immigrated to urban centers in Rus sia.116 In terms of  inclu-
sion in the Rus sian citizenship, according to Ginsburgs, by 1996 about 1.5 mil-
lion  people had received Rus sian citizenship.117 This means that if  admission 
to citizenship remained on the same path as it had since 1996 (and as we know 
that it did), millions of   people who arrived in Rus sia during the 1990s remained 
without Rus sian citizenship. This wave of  migration was not expected to dwin-
dle. The number of   those who dreamed about moving to Rus sia was far 
larger.118 A study of  public opinion in 1998–1999 found that 60  percent of  Rus-
sians in Central Asia wanted to leave.119 This meant that in Central Asia alone 
close to 3.7 million  people expressed interest in emigrating to Rus sia.120

Post- Soviet migration waves  were not only large but also heterogeneous— 
people from diff er ent backgrounds  were moving for diff er ent reasons. In the 
early 1990s, due to deteriorating security situations, Azerbaijan, Uzbekistan, 
Georgia, Moldova, and Tajikistan  were the leading countries of  origins of  mi-
grants to Rus sia. The North Caucasus was also a region subject to conflict, 
from which  people migrated internally to other parts of  Rus sia.121 By 1994 eco-
nomic motivations started to play a greater role.122 That year the number of  
immigrants peaked, reaching over a million  people, and at the same time the 
countries of  departure shifted to Kazakhstan, Ukraine, and Uzbekistan, as well 
as the rest of  Central Asia.123 During the 1990s, internally displaced persons 
(IDPs) from the North Caucasus and laborers from the Rus sian federal auton-
omies in the Caucasus moved to Rus sian cities seeking safety and employ-
ment. Although they  were Rus sian citizens and migrated internally within 
Rus sian borders, their lack of  registration (propiska) branded them as illegal 
mi grants.

In the free- market economy, immigration was also a personal endeavor. Tes-
timonies of   those who fled conflicts show that they  were totally self- dependent, 
despite the stipulations in the laws concerning forced mi grants. As one per-
son who settled in Saratov said: “I do not hope for any kind of  help, and to go 
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[to the authorities for help,  will be] a waste of  time.”124 Since migration was 
an individual choice, mi grants had one  thing in common that stemmed from 
the free- market economy: the mi grants  were the best prospects for themselves 
and their families.

The Rus sian state was called on to address the intensifying migration flow, 
but as in other states that embraced globalization and neoliberalism, in the 
new real ity their capabilities  were  limited. In Rus sia, the state authorities with-
drew from their central position of  ordering life. They no longer provided 
 people with housing or employment, and  people  were expected to fend for 
themselves in the new economic conditions. Hence, the situation was not fully 
in the government’s hands.  These difficulties became associated with general 
insecurity and instability following the collapse of  the Soviet Union; however, 
they  were happening elsewhere in the globalized world, with similar conse-
quences for the institution of  citizenship. An overview of  the po liti cal agen-
das in France, Germany, the United Kingdom, and the United States reveals 
that over the past twenty years, migration and access to rights and citizenship 
have become salient issues.125  There too, as the social scientist Yasmin Soysal 
noted, increased migration led to transformations in the institution of  citizen-
ship as a prime signifier of  national identity and belonging.126 More Eu ro pe-
ans had rights granted to them outside the social institute of  citizenship, and, 
as Bauböck noted, many more had complex  legal positions that linked them 
to several po liti cal authorities.127 This made citizenship more flexible.

Yet each country, Rus sia included, had specific conditions that dictated the 
interaction between migration, the state, and the institution of  citizenship in 
the new global circumstances. One of  the most impor tant characteristics in 
Rus sia (besides the Rus sians abroad) was the sharp shift between the omnipo-
tent and omnipresent Soviet state and the deregulated neoliberal settings, in 
line with the shock- therapy economic policies therein. Almost overnight, mi-
gration went from being  under near total control of  the state to near total free-
dom of  movement, as connected to and influenced by a free- market economy. 
Hence, the state had even less control over the situation than in other places 
that experienced a more gradual opening to globalization. The consequences 
of  the sharp Rus sian transition to the globalized and deregulated context cre-
ated a fragmentation in the institution of  citizenship that went even further 
than in other parts of  the world.

In  these circumstances of  devolved authority and a weak federal center, re-
gional authorities  were  free to continue using the propiska, which in turn 
encouraged illegal be hav ior by the mi grants. This system, which in post- Soviet 
Rus sia had no internal logic, criminalized Rus sians and Rus sian speakers who 
did not have a permanent place of  residence, while driving  labor mi grants into 
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a shadow economy. Some  people bribed the police, while  others found ways 
to circumvent the system altogether by avoiding public places and public trans-
port in order to avoid the police.128 In the field of   labor migration, the situa-
tion was worse. While Rus sia became the largest receiving country for  labor 
mi grants from the CIS, employing irregular mi grants outside the  legal system 
became endemic in the Rus sian  labor market.129 In the shadow economy, all 
sorts of  rights could be denied— for instance, in Moscow in 1996, Mayor Yuri 
Luzhkov passed a decree denying education to the  children of  unregistered 
parents.130 The city court overruled that decree, but such restrictions reoc-
curred in diff er ent places.

Illegal be hav ior also became widespread among the police, who  were 
charged with an illogical and meaningless task.131 The propiska system was 
used for profiteering and ethnic discrimination. The citizenship registration 
track, which included the demand to pre sent a propiska, was also a huge source 
of  corruption.132 Witnesses reported that in the 1990s in Moscow it was virtu-
ally impossible to gain Rus sian citizenship without bribing the officers 
 concerned.133 Moreover, local authorities used it as a means for ethnic dis-
crimination.134 For example, Meskhetian Turks who fled the 1989 pogroms in 
the Fergana Valley  were denied propiska in the southern region of  Rus sia, 
Krasnodar, while persons of  Slavic descent  were reportedly registered with no 
obstacles.135 Similar be hav ior was noted in the Abkhaz case, where most  people 
received Rus sian citizenship as a result of  article 11 in the 1999 Compatriots 
Law but  were denied access to the rights afforded by citizenship since the po-
lice refused to issue them internal passports and a propiska.136

This raises another Russia- specific condition of  migration, where ethnic-
ity and Rus sianness played an impor tant role. In Rus sia, ethnic affiliation was 
a decisive  factor in attitudes  toward mi grants: Slavic mi grants  were overall 
viewed positively, while Caucasian and Central Asian immigrants  were viewed 
negatively.137 The diversity of  the vast movement of   people further increased 
the sense that  there was something wrong with Rus sian migration and citi-
zenship. A false sense developed within the Rus sian public that Rus sia was be-
ing flooded with  people from Central Asia and the Caucasus. In 1993 
Zhirinovsky expressed this sentiment by saying: “In my apartment I am the 
master. And I myself   will decide who to call to visit, and to whom I do not 
even have to open the door. . . .  Southerners have already flooded all of  Mos-
cow, and even Viet nam ese, Chinese, Kurds. . . .  Moscow and other Rus sian cit-
ies should not be cheap  hotels”138 This was a false perception as two- thirds of  
the  people who moved to Rus sia in 1990–2003  were ethnic Rus sians.139 None-
theless, illegal migration became a serious concern, and  there was a sense that 
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the wrong groups of  mi grants  were entering Rus sia in large numbers and in 
an uncontrollable manner.140

This was not too dissimilar to what happened in the West, where the pro-
cess of  globalization also increased migration. From the 1980s  there  were calls 
to restrict migration, and this issue has been linked to  matters of  security and 
public order.141 This reveals an integral feature of  globalization, where open-
ness and freedom have caused a sense of  loss and disorder. This has resulted 
in the main dialectic of  late modernity— freedom versus security. On the one 
hand, po liti cal and economic systems have encouraged openness, deregulation, 
and more freedom, which  causes institutions to fragment. But on the other 
hand, deregulation and fragmentation have increased the sense of  insecurity 
and almost immediately created public resonance that has called for more con-
trol and regulation. Freedom of  movement and neoliberal economics have 
increased migration, but the sense that the movement of   people has been too 
large and chaotic calls to control the flows. As this dialectic has not been re-
solved anywhere  else, it raises the question  whether it could have been re-
solved, or at least mitigated, in Rus sia.

fluid Rus sian Citizenship
In the 1990s Rus sian citizenship was in flux. This was an expected result of  
the collapse of  the Soviet state. It placed Rus sianness very high on the po liti-
cal agenda, with immediate bearing on citizenship legislation. The 1991 citi-
zenship law and subsequent legislations tried to address the needs of  millions 
of  Homos sovieticus, most of  whom  were Rus sians and Rus sian speakers, who 
had strong links to Rus sia and  were scattered around the former Soviet space. 
Rus sia was a favorable destination, and in their own eyes, they  were not im-
migrants. As one mi grant quoted by Flynn said: “If  I had gone somewhere 
like Israel, or somewhere  else, like Amer i ca, then I would be an immigrant. 
But I have come home, it is my rodina (motherland).”142 Legislation in the 1990s 
reflected attempts to deal with this vast  legal, po liti cal, and moral postimpe-
rial challenge: the disentangling of  imperial populations. As shown,  there  were 
numerous attempts to do so— the 1991 law with its amendments in 1993 and 
1995, the 1994 laws on forced mi grants and refugees, and the 1994 and 1999 
legislation on assistance to compatriots. None however was able to bring order 
to the developing situation.

The situation of  citizenship in Rus sia was also a result of  late modern global 
trends— the opening of  borders,  labor migration, and a deregulated economic 
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system. In the new deregulated circumstances, the Rus sian government was 
withdrawing from ordering society: it did not control population flows; nor 
did it take care of  employment or housing for the new mi grants. This was an 
abrupt change from the previous state- controlled system, and for many  people 
it created a strong feeling of  insecurity. Local bureaucracy engaged in the il-
legal enforcement of  an old population- control method— the propiska. But it 
clashed with new migration trends. It pushed  people into the shadow econ-
omy and a space of  undetermined  legal status— the  legal gray zone. By  doing 
so, it eroded the role played by citizenship as a sole institution that granted 
rights and denoted identification. The Rus sian gray zone became a manifesta-
tion of  the fragmentation of  the institution of  citizenship, which ceased to be 
the prime insignia in society. It changed form and meaning from one individ-
ual to another. Some  people may have had a Soviet passport with a propiska; 
 others had dual citizenship in their passport that was declared as lost, or even 
noncitizenship from a Baltic state.

 These two  factors that  shaped Rus sian citizenship in the 1990s— the post-
imperial place of  Rus sians and Rus sianness in the citizenry and the late 
modern characteristics of  the migration space— make fluid Rus sianness an 
appropriate analytical framework.  The interaction between these  factors has 
been largely overlooked when dealing with citizenship and migration in late 
modern post- Soviet Rus sia. The experience of  Rus sian citizenship can be 
seen as being much closer to the Western experience, and not necessarily ab-
normal and in need of  fixing. This also raises the question of   whether in the 
globalized late modern context stable citizenship is achievable or even desir-
able. Yet with the approach of  the deadline set by the 1995 amendment of  the 
1991 law (December 31, 2000), public and po liti cal dis plea sure with the sense 
of  insecurity and demand for greater control of  migration and citizenship 
made the situation ripe for a change of  course in citizenship legislation.143
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By the end of  1999, the sense within the po liti-
cal elite and the public that Rus sian citizenship legislation was not perform-
ing its stated purpose made the situation ripe for policy change. The new 
Rus sian president Vladimir Putin, who positioned himself  as the leader who 
would reinstate Rus sian citizens’ sense of  stability, security, and normality, was 
set to normalize citizenship policies too. In 2002, President Putin introduced 
a restrictive law aimed at making citizenship legislation more stable.1 In 2006 
he introduced the Compatriots’ Resettlement Program, which aimed to at-
tract the desirable type of  mi grants to Rus sia: young professionals from a Rus-
sian or Russian- speaking background.

 These efforts fell short of  satisfying concerns, which was reflected in con-
tinuous debates and critiques of  the government’s policies. As with policies in 
the 1990s, in the 2000s scholars explained policy failures through the prism of  
confused policies bureaucratic practices. While Shevel argued that Russia’s citi-
zenship policies were purposely ambiguous, due to a vague definition of  the 
Russian nation, Osipov explained the perceived failure of  the 2002 law by not-
ing that when considering policy implementation, the evolution between 
the 1990s and 2000s was less striking. This chapter  will argue that it was the 
government’s disregard for the new late modern trends that  shaped Rus sian 
citizenship that doomed its policies to fail.

Chapter 2

Seeking Stability in a Fluid Rus sia
Rus sian Citizenship  under Putin
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When Putin came to power in December 1999, the deadline for acquisition 
of  Rus sian citizenship by former Soviet citizens through citizenship registra-
tion was a year away. Even before December 31, 2000, arrived, the police  were 
instructed to toughen the procedures of  granting citizenship to most former So-
viet citizens. An internal instruction of  the Ministry of  the Interior dated Au-
gust 22, 2000, revealed that the police had updated its Order of  Documentation 
of  Residence Permits (Vid na zhitel’stvo) of  former Soviet citizens permanently 
residing on the territory of  the Rus sian Federation who did not document their 
belonging to the citizenship of  a certain CIS state and/or citizens of  CIS states.2 
This document contained an extremely elaborate set of  regulations regarding 
the documentation of  former Soviet citizens. It stipulated that a former Soviet 
citizen must have a new bureaucratic certificate, a residency permit, on top of  
permanent registration (the propiska).3 This was a serious complication. For 
many who moved to Rus sia, even the requirement of  permanent registration 
was too complex to comply with, as they could not provide certification of  
property owner ship or a long- term lease and thus remained with temporary 
registration.  Those who still had a Soviet passport  were also asked to pre sent 
proof  that they did not hold citizenship of  their former republic, restoring a 
procedure that had been abolished in 1993.4 This effectively put into question 
the  future status of  millions of  former Soviet citizens who throughout the 
1990s lived in the  legal gray zone. Indeed, with the regulation’s entry into force 
in October 2000, the number of  registered arrivals dropped precipitously by 
84  percent in comparison to the previous month.5 This meant that it had be-
come virtually impossible to legally register for citizenship in Rus sia.

the 2002 Citizenship law
In April 2001 Putin made his big move to formally toughen citizenship legisla-
tion. He proposed a new citizenship law that removed all favorable clauses for 
acquisition of  Rus sian citizenship by former Soviet citizens. The draft law was 
discussed in the Duma in 2001–2002 and  adopted in May 2002. This legislation 
presented a sharp break from the 1991 law and its amendments. The “General 
Procedure of  Admission to the Citizenship of  Rus sia,” outlined in article 13 of  
the 2002 law, stated that eligibility for naturalization pertained to residency on 
“the territory of  Rus sia for five uninterrupted years since being granted a resi-
dency permit and before applying for admission to citizenship.”6 The person had 
to have a source of  income, renounce their previous citizenship ( unless  there was 
an international treaty that regulated dual citizenship), and demonstrate profi-
ciency in the Rus sian language (pass a language test).7 The only two provisions 
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for former Soviet citizens  were that the period of  residence could be shortened if  
a person was born on the territory of  Rus sia, if  a person was unable to work and 
had an adult offspring who was a Rus sian citizen, or if  they remained stateless in 
the former Soviet republics. The last clause could have been taken up by stateless 
Rus sian persons in Estonia and Latvia, but by 2002 they enjoyed most civic rights 
granted in the framework of  noncitizenship status, and very few of  them wanted 
to migrate. Procedures for acquiring a Rus sian citizenship set out in the Law on 
the  Legal Status of  Foreigners (Federal’nyy zakon o pravovom polozhenii in-
ostrannykh grazhdan)  were even more complex than  those listed in the Interior 
Ministry’s instruction from 2000.8 To legally  settle in Rus sia, the applicant had to 
acquire a temporary (three- year) residence permit within sixty days.9 The issu-
ance of  permits was regulated by government quotas, which  were set by the 
federal regions of  Rus sia (republics, krais, and oblasts).  After obtaining a tempo-
rary residence permit (razresheniye na vremennoye prozhivaniye), prospective citi-
zens could apply for a residency permit (vid na zhitel’stvo), which could be 
acquired only one year following receipt of  a temporary residence permit and 
had to be applied for no less than six months before its expiration.10 The resi-
dency permit was issued for five years, with the option of  renewal,  after which 
an application for citizenship could be submitted (see  table 2).11

This very strict legislation was part of  Putin’s broader agenda— ending the 
time of  transition of  the 1990s and starting normalization through a centrally 
managed state system.12 The 2002 law was presented as a mea sure meant to 
overturn the chaotic citizenship and migration situation, relieve the economic 
burden on Rus sia, and create a stable and normal citizenship policy. In Sep-
tember 2002 Putin noted that “the flow [of  immigrants] is swelling, while 
the social burden rests on the Rus sian bud get, including the payment of  
pensions. . . .  And  those who live  here permanently do not always have enough 

 Table 2 Acquisition of  Citizenship  under the 2002 Citizenship Law

PHASES OF ACQUISITION OF CITIZENSHIP REQUIREMENTS

1. Temporary Residency Permit Applied for within sixty days and subject to government 
quotas

2. Residency Permit Applied for  after one year and no less than six months 
before expiration of  temporary residency permit; 
valid for five years and subject to renewal

3. Citizenship Required: proof  of  five years of  uninterrupted residency 
with residency permit, source of  income; renounce 
previous citizenship and proficiency in Rus sian

4. Exemptions Born in Rus sia
El derly parents
High achievements
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money to ensure a decent life for their own pensioners.”13 He added that the 
“Law on Citizenship and the Regulations on Foreign Citizens has been passed 
in order to create the basis for a normal policy in that field.”14

As part of  Putin’s attempt to create a normal citizenship, the fields of  citi-
zenship and migration has under gone a pro cess of  conceptual securitization— 
when civilian spheres of  life are seen as being  under threat and need to be 
controlled and protected by the state.15 This was linked with Putin’s strength-
ening of  the state apparatus that he called “vertical of  power” (vertikal’ vlasti). 
 These themes  were reflected in debates in the Duma and the Federation Coun-
cil. A pro- Putin member of  the Duma, Valerii Grebennikov, stated that “[the 
1991 citizenship law] turned Rus sia into a passageway, into some sort of  a 
cheap  hotel where homeless and criminals can arrive absolutely freely and get 
a Rus sian Citizenship.”16 A Federation Council member said: “The complica-
tion of  the procedure of  obtaining a Rus sian citizenship is precisely the estab-
lishment of  order in the country.  Today [acquisition of  citizenship] is a very 
easy procedure, from all ends [of  the world]  people enter the country. Even 
Wahhabis.”17 Illegal mi grants, who  were effectively every one who could not 
register for a propiska,  were portrayed as dangerous ele ments who could not 
be part of  the in- group and posed a threat to Rus sia’s national security.18

This law was severely criticized by professional authorities and scholars who 
 were familiar with the complexities of  citizenship and migration in Rus sia. 
First, it was pointed out that proponents of  the law overlooked the difficult 
tasks that Rus sia faced in the 1990s and the complex situation with Rus sian 
and Rus sian speakers in the former Soviet states. In 2002, former minister Tish-
kov, who in his ministerial  career addressed the unmixing of  postimperial So-
viet populations, warned that “the new Citizenship Law . . .  , would not fix, 
but would aggravate some of  the  mistakes and prob lems that arose from the 
collapse of  the Soviet Union.”19 The  mistakes that Tishkov had in mind  were 
Yeltsin’s government’s inability to stick to an agreed deadline for applications 
for citizenship and to solve the heinous prob lem of  registration (propiska), 
which barred millions of   people from accessing their rights.20

Second, the economic logic of  the law, raised by Putin, was also questioned. A 
globalized neoliberal economy required the movement of   people across bor-
ders and flexible  labor conditions, specifically in states that experienced demo-
graphic decline, like Rus sia. Professional forecasts suggested that immigration 
was necessary for Rus sia’s economic per for mance in the global market econ-
omy.21 Rus sia’s population was steadily aging and shrinking, with mortality 
rates particularly high among working- age males. Between 1993 and 2000, Rus-
sia’s population decreased from 148.6 to 146.6 million  people and by 2002 to 
145.5 million  people.22  These figures would have been much worse if  not for 
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migration. Rus sian statistics consistently showed that migration compensated 
for high natu ral decline in working age population.23 Hence, the full scale of  
natu ral decline was not showing in official figures due to compensation by mi-
gration.24 Rus sia’s  labor shortages  were indeed a core issue for a country that 
was intent on joining the globalized world. Even without demographic decline, 
stopping migration in the new and more flexible economic system by compli-
cating citizenship registration seemed like a course of  policy that was unlikely 
to work. But in the Rus sian case, the forecast seemed even bleaker.

Last, this law seemed preposterous in a system where for years bureaucratic 
practices had overridden federal legislation. This was an impor tant point noted 
by Osipov. From a legal- enforcement point of  view, it was unclear how the 
2002 law would bring order into the  legal gray zone of  citizenship implemen-
tation. Already in the 1990s many  people  were unable to fulfill the complex 
set of  requirements and satisfy corrupt authorities to legally register in Rus-
sia. From 2000 they faced an even more draconian set of  requirements, which 
they  were again unable to satisfy.25 They continued to live in Rus sia unregis-
tered but  were now formally labeled illegal mi grants.26 Hence, it was unclear 
how the 2002 law would change this situation.

In his comments from 2002, Putin showed that he was aware of  the eco-
nomic need for mi grants in neoliberal globalized countries. He noted that he 
did not want to halt migration: “In general, attracting mi grants . . .  is neces-
sary and good for Rus sia, just like it is for other industrialized countries.”27 Pu-
tin and proponents underlined that their aim was to control migration in line 
with EU and UN standards.28 In a way they  were correct. The restrictions in 
the 2002 law  were similar to Ayelet Shachar’s findings in developed countries 
that restrict migration to protect their resources.29 Yet, even with restrictions 
in place, migration posed a challenge for Western countries, and migration 
control would have been even harder for Rus sia, which had parts of  the in- 
group abroad and faced sharp population decline and a corrupt bureaucracy. 
Nonetheless, Putin’s inclination for control and stability made the 2002 law his 
chosen course of  action. With  these apparent shortcomings in the 2002 law, 
the next years would reveal its in effec tive ness in normalizing and stabilizing 
the situation and its impact on Rus sia’s citizenship.

foreigners in their own Country:  
Implementation of the 2002 law
In the aftermath of  the 2002 law, acquiring Rus sian citizenship indeed became 
far more difficult, yet not necessarily more normal. Excluding millions of  



46  ChapteR 2

former Soviet citizens who did not possess a permanent registration (prop-
iska) or had not been born on the territory of  the RSFSR from the Rus sian citi-
zenry did not make citizenship feel stable or secure. This revealed the harsh 
truth about the law— many of  the  people who  were described as dangerous 
criminals and Wahhabis  were in fact ethnic Rus sians and Rus sian speakers 
who had been residing in Rus sia for years and whose only crime was that they 
had temporary registration. Ignoring the consequences of  the collapse of  the 
Soviet Union, when  people moved to Rus sia in large numbers as part of  the 
postimperial unmixing of   people, the complex bureaucratic practices that 
emerged in Rus sia and, very importantly, the consequences of  late modernity 
did not help in consolidating a stable Rus sian citizenship.

Examples of  such  people, who  were suddenly labeled illegal, began surfac-
ing almost immediately  after the passage of  the 2002 law. Nearly  every week, 
newspapers brought to the public’s attention ridicu lous and Kaf kaesque situ-
ations in which normative  people— who  were not considered strangers— found 
themselves. Each story was even more ridicu lous than the previous one. One 
such example came from the Republic of  Udmurtia, of  the Volga Federal Dis-
trict, in the Urals.  There, one Rus sian person, ironically with the surname 
Russkikh, found himself  a foreigner in his own country.

In April 2002, Fedor Russkikh, born and raised in Udmurtia, who held a 
Soviet passport (with a permanent registration stamp) and was a retired offi-
cer of  the regional Ministry of  the Interior, approached the authorities in his 
native region to exchange his Soviet passport for a Rus sian one.30 Russkikh’s 
request was denied. The reason for the denial was lack of  a propiska on Feb-
ruary 6, 1992.31 Indeed, between 1990 and March 1992, he was on a waiting 
list for housing. In March 1992 he got a flat, together with a permanent regis-
tration, and hence his permanent registration (propiska) was stamped in 
March 1992— a month  after the cutoff  date. Now he was directed to the tire-
some procedure of  acquiring Rus sian citizenship, which would have taken a 
de cade.

Shocked by this turn of  events, Russkikh appealed to the court and went 
all the way up to the regional Supreme Court, where his appeal was denied. 
In the midst of  his bureaucratic torment, Russkikh wrote a complaint letter 
to the Ministry of  the Interior pointing to the travesty of  his being denied a 
passport. He noted that over the years his passport had been reviewed by the 
authorities (for updates) without any complaint and that he worked in the past 
in the Ministry of  the Interior and received a pension for his ser vice. In re-
sponse to the letter, his pension was also taken away (since he was not a citi-
zen).32 Fi nally, the prosecutor of  the Udmurtia Republic came to Russkikh’s 
assistance and helped to overrule the decision, issued him a passport, and 
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reinstated his pension.33 Russkikh’s experience was an extreme case of   legal and 
bureaucratic blindness, but  there  were many similar cases of  Rus sians who fell 
victim to this law.

In 2003 Putin admitted that the 2002 law had failed. Similar to how legisla-
tive failures  were framed in the 1990s, he focused on the fact that the 2002 law 
was unable to address the needs of  Rus sians and Rus sian speakers and the con-
sequences of  the collapse of  the Soviet Union. He stated, “Over a million 
 people who came to Rus sia  after the collapse of  the Soviet Union and since 
the new law on citizenship was passed have found themselves in an extremely 
difficult situation.”34 He explained that “the laws passed last year  were designed 
to bring order to migration flows and make them transparent. What we have 
ended up with . . .  creates serious prob lems for a large number of   people. I 
consider it our duty to fix this situation.”35

Less than a year and a half   after the 2002 law was passed, it was amended 
to create provisions for former Soviet citizens. It allowed former Soviet citi-
zens who  were permanently registered in Rus sia on July 1, 2002, to apply for 
citizenship in a fast procedure  until January 2006.36 It also included provisional 
criteria for a simplified procedure for former Soviet citizens who had gradu-
ated from higher education institutions in the Rus sia, Second World War vet-
erans, and former Soviet citizens who had served in the Rus sian Armed Forces 
and security agencies.37 In December 2005 the deadline for applications in the 
fast procedure was extended  until January 1, 2008.

 These amendments again did not acknowledge the changing ways of  life 
in Rus sia, which  were not only connected to the collapse of  the Soviet Union 
and  were not solely related to the place of  Rus sians and Rus sian speakers. The 
2003–2005 amendments ignored the most crucial  factor of  life in Russia— for 
over a de cade, for good or for bad, Rus sians had been fending for themselves 
without assistance from the state.  People  were relocating, traveling, and work-
ing without state- planned interventions. It is true that for many this experi-
ence was not pleasant: extreme poverty, crime, and feelings of  loss of  identity 
 were all part of  post- Soviet life. But this created certain dynamics that could 
not be overturned with a stroke of  a pen or a strict new citizenship law. The 
sort of  order that Putin envisaged and promised the Rus sian public was un-
achievable in globalized free- market circumstances. It was especially unlikely 
in Rus sia, where bureaucratic practices created a particularly poignant and spe-
cifically Rus sian fragmentation of  the institution of  citizenship in the form of  
that burgeoning  legal gray zone, in which the criminalization of  innocents, 
denial of  rights, bribery, and extortion  were widespread. Ignoring  these reali-
ties and fixing provisions only for Rus sians and Russian- speakers was unlikely 
to yield a better citizenship policy for Rus sia.
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Hence, even  after the amendments came into force, the situation was not 
normalized. In a 2006 interview, Rus sia’s leading ethnographer and former 
minister, Tishkov, minced no words in attacking the government for the situ-
ation that emerged. He said:

Not mi grants, but mindless laws pose a threat to Rus sia’s national secu-
rity. Since 1991, prob ably about 10 million mi grants arrived in our coun-
try, mainly from the former Soviet republics. Of   these, 90% are illegal . . .  
not  because they hide, but  because they cannot register. I personally 
tried to help several scientists from Uzbekistan . . .  to register in Mos-
cow. It did not work out,  there  were too many artificial obstacles. Our 
laws make  people illegal, driven under ground. In 2002, the State Duma 
 adopted a harmful law on citizenship. . . .  If  we do not attract mi grants 
from the former Union now, then we  will have to import Ethiopians. . . .  
All countries, which have achieved technical development . . .  have not 
been [able to succeed] without mi grants.38

In 2006 Tishkov described a grim situation— the 2002 law injured former 
Soviet citizens in Rus sia and adversely affected its  future economic prospects. 
According to his account, the 2003 amendments did not assist former Soviet 
citizens, many of  whom  were Rus sians and Rus sian speakers, in legalizing their 
status in Rus sia, and countless  people  were being driven under ground. Tish-
kov’s own testimony was fantastical, as he, the architect of  Rus sia’s first citi-
zenship law, had been unsuccessful in helping his colleagues to register. This 
was precisely what Osipov was indicating—in Rus sia, stricter legislation only 
reinforced  people’s inability to lead a  legal way of  life, and by  doing so it ag-
gravated and expanded the  legal gray zone. But Tishkov also pointed to other 
 factors that the 2003 amendments did not address at all—in the globalized 
world, Rus sia had a growing need for mi grants, and mi grants from former So-
viet countries might be the best option for Rus sia’s economy.

This turned the spotlight on a crucial economic  factor that had been over-
looked in the 1990s but by the mid-2000s was starting to be discussed. A No-
vaya Gazeta article from 2008 described the post-2002 law migration situation: 
“Mi grants stay in Rus sia  because of  jobs. . . .  Mi grants from the CIS enter Rus-
sia legally, visa  free, and then— boom, they find themselves in a trap. No 
[work permit] quotas, and an ‘illegal [mi grant]’ is created. [To law enforce-
ment:] Please, use [them].”39 Migration is an integral part of  a globalized 
free- market economy, and mi grants would keep coming into Rus sia as long 
as the economic situation would allow them to. If  Rus sia wanted to remain 
part of  the globalized free- market economy, migration could not be  stopped 
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by strict controls and the strict legislation of  the 2000s only increased illegal 
be hav ior, abuse, and profiteering.40

the Compatriots’ Resettlement program (2006)
Putin was well aware of  the ideas that Tishkov had put forward and the need 
for more flexible citizenship legislation. As early as 2002 he noted that an “in-
flux of  compatriots from abroad [is needed], especially for tackling economic 
issues.”41 Eventually, his government had to seek a balance between several 
needs. One was the desire to uphold the image of  controlled migration and 
stable citizenry. Another was the position of  Rus sians and Rus sian speakers 
from former Soviet republics. Last, and even more challenging, Rus sia had to 
deal with the need for the  free movement of  population in the globalized mar-
ket economy, where Rus sia wanted to compete as a global power with resur-
gent energy.

In 2006–2008 Putin chose to relieve some of  the tensions arising from  these 
conflicting needs by devising a program that would kill two birds with one 
stone.42 The State Program for Assistance of  Voluntary Resettlement to 
the Rus sian Federation of  Compatriots Residing Abroad (O merakh po okaza-
niyu sodeystviya dobrovol’nomu pereseleniyu v Rossiyskuyu Federatsiyu 
sootechestvennikov, prozhivayushchikh za rubezhom, known as the Compa-
triots’ Resettlement Program) was intended to create the controlled and man-
aged immigration of  Rus sians and Rus sian speakers, to assist Rus sia in its 
demographic and economic challenges. Or as it was officially put: the Com-
patriots’ Resettlement Program’s aim was “to unite the potential of  compa-
triots residing abroad with the developmental needs of  Rus sia’s regions” and 
to “stabilize the size of  the population, . . .  firstly on territories which are of  
strategic importance to Rus sia.”43 The number of  compatriots who  were ex-
pected to resettle in Rus sia by 2015 was 300,000.44 The program seemed like 
a commendable effort to make citizenship more accessible to Rus sians and 
Rus sian speakers. But it had provisions that ignored the late modern circum-
stances of  migration and favored control over flexibility.  These aspects com-
plicated the execution of  the program.

On the one hand, the program was welcoming, with very inclusive eligibility 
criteria. Prospective participants had to be eigh teen or older, able to work, with 
professional qualifications, work experience, and knowledge of  the Rus sian 
language to an extent that would allow them to assimilate into society; they 
had to meet the conditions set for acquiring a residency permit (vid na 
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zhitel’stvo), in case it was required.45 Although the program aimed to attract 
Rus sians and Rus sians speakers, an outright ethnic criterion was not included 
in the eligibility clauses. Alexander Zhuravsky and Olga Vykhovanets, both 
officials from the Federal Migration Ser vice (FMS), noted that including an eth-
nic criterion in the eligibility clauses would have been deemed in Rus sia as 
unacceptable and would have generated po liti cal outrage.46 Instead, the pro-
gram took a more lenient approach and referred to the  legal provisions laid 
out in the 1999 Compatriots Law and its definition of  compatriots as persons 
of  common originality. Moreover, the program’s guidelines emphasized the 
requirement of  knowledge of  the Rus sian language and on attracting mi grants 
who would be “easily integrated . . .  with no xenophobic sentiment fueled in 
society.”47 It thus opened Rus sia’s doors to  people of  Slavic origin and from 
Russified minorities.

Prospective applicants in the Compatriots’ Resettlement Program  were 
promised Rus sian citizenship  under a simplified procedure that conferred far- 
reaching rights. In 2008, article 14 of  the 2002 citizenship law was amended 
to allow participants in the program waivers from time of  residency in Rus-
sia, proof  of   legal means of  subsistence, and proof  of  knowledge of  the Rus-
sian language. (They  were expected to speak Rus sian.)48 Compatriots and 
members of  their families  were not subject to restrictive government quotas 
for immigration, which should have made their access to citizenship almost 
automatic.49 Compatriots’ social rights  were granted from the moment they 
arrived in Rus sia: they  were allowed to work and acquire professional educa-
tion; they  were granted access to medical care and social ser vices; their  children 
had the right to an education.50 They  were exempt from customs taxes on their 
belongings, entitled to compensation for money spent on application for the 
program and for travel expenses, and given unemployment benefits for six 
months and a one- time allowance of  40,000 rubles for participants who would 
move to certain regions.51

At the same time, the Rus sian government placed strict conditions on pro-
spective participants to increase control over the pro cess and ignored the new 
late modern circumstances. It also did not account for the specifically Rus sian 
complications of  illegal bureaucratic practices. The program divided the re-
gions participating in the program into three categories— designated A, B, and 
C— according to the needs of  each region. Regions most in need of  immigra-
tion  were designated as A, and  those that needed immigration the least  were 
designated as C.52 Areas A  were mainly border regions, such as Kamchatski 
Krai and Kaliningradskaya Oblast, where the population was shrinking.53 Ar-
eas B  were regions with  labor shortages, such as Novosibirskaya Oblast, and 
areas C  were eco nom ically stable areas, such as Novgorodskaya Oblast.54 Some 
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regions  were subdivided internally, and more attractive areas within them des-
ignated as C, while other areas  were designated as B or A.55 Some very attrac-
tive destinations, like Moscow, did not participate in the program. Assistance 
to prospective immigrants, such as unemployment benefits and the one- time 
allowance, was conditioned on relocation to strategic areas designated as A 
and B.56 Moreover, at the initial stages of  the program, resettlement was con-
tingent on finding a job in the designated area prior to relocation.

The government did not consider the late modern circumstances where 
 people relocate freely to destinations offering jobs and economic prospects. 
This meant that migrating via the program made no sense as mi grants gener-
ally wished to move to more developed western parts of  Rus sia. Most areas 
designated by the program  were the remote, border, and eastern regions, 
which did not have well- paying jobs and infrastructure. In this situation, the 
only advantage for migrating with the Compatriots’ Resettlement Program 
was the prospects of  easier access to citizenship. But even that was not 
guaranteed.

The administrative procedures of  application to the program ignored the 
bureaucratic practices that made acquisition of  citizenship in Rus sia extremely 
complex. The procedures  were so complex that even if  they did not prevent 
prospective applicants from applying, applicants  were unlikely to receive citi-
zenship. Participants had to apply at the Rus sian consulate or to representa-
tives of  the FMS in their country of  residence.57 If  the application was 
successful, the prospective participant was contacted and asked to apply for a 
certificate of  participation in the program. If  no complications arose, the cer-
tificate would be granted within sixty days and was valid for three years.58 The 
participant was expected to relocate to Rus sia in de pen dently. Upon arriving 
in Rus sia, compatriots  were expected to immediately apply for a temporary 
residency, and their certificate had to be stamped by the FMS in their place of  
residence.59 Applications for citizenship  under a simplified procedure had to 
be made afterward. Compensations and the one- time allowance  were also ap-
plied for  after arriving in Rus sia, and in accordance with the designation of  
the place of  residence (A, B, or C).60  These regulations  were hard to follow 
and  were likely to be complicated by illegal bureaucratic practices, such as 
bribes, and thus dimmed the prospects for fast- tracked citizenship.  These pro-
cedures favored control over flexibility and complicated successful absorption.

Despite initial interest, the number of   people that the program attracted 
was very small. In 2008–2010 only 28,086  people resettled in Rus sia through 
the Compatriots’ Resettlement Program.61 With concentrated efforts and 
some reforms, by the end of  the seven years of  the program, in 2014, the num-
ber of  participants had reached 150,000 (half  of  the target number).62 As 
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noted by the Rus sian sociologist Olga Zevelva, of   those who participated in 
the program, only 58  percent received Rus sian citizenship, while in similar pro-
grams in Kazakhstan and Germany, 76   percent and 100   percent of  partici-
pants received citizenship, respectively.63 In Rus sia, unlike in other countries, 
even for  those who managed to fulfil the conditions, the bureaucracy blocked 
the way to citizenship. For instance, the Rus sian NGO Civil Assistance Com-
mittee revealed that many participants in the Compatriots’ Resettlement Pro-
gram  were often denied citizenship due to lack of  a permanent registration 
and  were pushed to the  legal gray zone.64 They gave the example of  Dmitry, 
a young ethnic Rus sian from Lithuania, who in 2006 participated in the Com-
patriots’ Resettlement Program yet was unable to acquire citizenship  because 
he could not arrange a permanent registration for himself.65  These  were neg-
ative, if  unsurprising, results.

lessons (not) learned from the Compatriots’ 
Resettlement program
The failure of  the Compatriots’ Resettlement Program caused public frustra-
tion in Rus sia. One of  Rus sia’s top tele vi sion hosts, Vladimir Solovyov, whose 
shows  will be discussed in  later chapters, lashed out in 2011 on his tele vi sion 
show: “Why did only 26,000  people come [to Rus sia] in the Compatriots’ Re-
settlement Program? Why are the compatriots who are coming the badly 
Russian- speaking compatriots?”66 Irina Ilina, a journalist, herself  an immigrant 
from Uzbekistan, wrote that Rus sia’s immigration policy was that of  a small 
and overpopulated country, while in fact it was a large and underpopulated 
one.67 This frustration was understandable. Why was a country with a readily 
available pool of  appropriate candidates for immigration unable to take ad-
vantage of  this much- needed  human resource?

While the current study claims that the program’s failure was due to the 
government’s disregard of  global and local circumstances, other analyses of-
fered diff er ent explanations. Scholars like Zeveleva and Shevel argued that the 
vague conceptual framework of  the program— being neither a typical repa-
triation program nor a  labor import scheme— impeded its success.68 They 
claimed that the definition of  compatriots was too vague and the program did 
not contain an ethnic clause, as was the case elsewhere, in Germany, Kazakh-
stan, and Israel. Nor was the program a  labor import enterprise like in West-
ern countries, including the United States, Canada, New Zealand, and lately 
Germany and France, which attracted highly qualified professionals.69 The gov-
ernment officials Zhuravsky and Vykhovanets noted that Rus sia’s situation 
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was unique and it “could not borrow from the repatriation experience of  
mono- ethnic states such as Germany . . .  or even Kazakhstan since Rus sia is a 
multi- ethnic state.”70 They pinned the failure of  the program on insufficient 
funds allotted for successful absorption of  the participants in the  labor 
market.71

Yet the testimonies of   those who took part in the Compatriots’ Resettle-
ment Program support the argument of  this chapter, that the real shortcom-
ings  were in the government’s inability to create a migratory framework 
appropriate for the globalized era in which it was operating. Roman Ro-
manovsky, a young journalist from Kaliningradskaya Oblast, a Rus sian en-
clave on the Baltic shore, investigated the local Compatriots’ Resettlement 
Program in his region. He found that one of  the results of  the division of  re-
gions into categories A, B, and C was that about a third of  the participants 
chose to relocate to the Kaliningradskaya Oblast. Romanovsky pointed out 
that even in Kaliningrad, which was regarded as an attractive destination for 
resettlement, by 2011 only 4,000  people had arrived out of  the 10,000 expected 
participants.72

Romanovsky found that lack of  employment and housing in the regions 
designated for the resettlement of  compatriots became the most obvious and 
dire reason impeding successful relocation. Several resettled participants from 
the Caucasus and Central Asia testified that they  were unable to find suitable 
employment that would have allowed them to rent or buy an apartment, while 
affordable housing was not available.73 In Kaliningrad, participants who  were 
unable to afford housing could stay for two years at a resettlement center built 
by the regional authorities. The conditions in the fa cil i ty  were poor, with com-
munal bathrooms and kitchens. A representative of  the local authorities testi-
fied that it was the only such center in the entire country, meaning that in other 
regions  there was absolutely no assistance with housing.74 Hence, the govern-
ment constructed a program that was meant to manage and control migra-
tion and make it a state- sanctioned endeavor but lacked the capacity to help 
the  people involved.

Directing  people to move to less developed, peripheral regions of  the coun-
try might serve a purpose in an authoritarian centralized state like the Soviet 
Union, but in the globalized  free market economy, such a program was not 
feasible. For example, in the Soviet Virgin Lands Campaign  people  were also 
encouraged to move to remote underpopulated regions in Central Asia, while 
the Soviet state guaranteed employment, housing, and social ser vices for its 
participants. In the post- Soviet Compatriots’ Resettlement Program, such ar-
rangements could not be made,  because the state had ceased to order life as it 
used to. Yet the restrictions, reminiscent of  the Soviet approach, remained in 
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place. A successful resettled  family, who emigrated from Latvia, reaffirmed this 
prob lem, as they shared their feelings that the program allocated jobs to  people 
in an arbitrary way, which reminded them of  a Soviet approach to division of  
 labor.75 The program’s rigid approach  toward relocation and the strict admin-
istrative procedures not only prevented  people from participating but also re-
duced the resettlement prospects of   those who chose to resettle in Rus sia. In 
the  free market context, the failure of  the program was not conceptual vague-
ness or lack of  funds but rather that it did not allow  people to make reloca-
tion decisions according to their best prospects for a successful absorption.

The Compatriots’ Resettlement Program fell victim to the same bureau-
cratic practices that ignored the consequences of  late modernity and compli-
cated  legal immigration in the1990s, and in the 2000s, such practices  were 
backed by the federal center. In the 1990s, bureaucratic practices reflected the 
clash of  interests between federal organs and local law enforcement elites, 
which acted in unlawful ways to continuously exercise population movement 
control through the enforcement of  propiska. This complicated the ongoing 
pro cesses of  a society in flux, which was dealing with the consequences of  the 
postimperial unmixing of   people, as well as with the new nature of  a  free and 
globalized migration space. In the 2000s, as vis i ble in the 2002 citizenship law 
and the Compatriots’ Resettlement Program, the federal center realigned it-
self  with the controlling nature of  the bureaucratic practices of  the 1990s.

In a way, in the 2000s the Rus sian state retreated to its traditional role ex-
pressed in the popu lar Rus sian saying that the strictness of  Rus sian laws was 
mitigated by the nonmandatory nature of  their implementation.76 Osipov ob-
served that the Rus sian state was “traditionally trying to manage all spheres 
of  social life” and that “the system takes upon itself  an impracticable volume 
of  work and introduces regulations which are objectively unfeasible.”77 This 
led to nominal laws that had no real bearing on the consequent relations in 
society, while enforcement was selective and corrupt.78  These controlling ten-
dencies clashed with the changes in the migration space and economic liber-
alization and undermined the center’s ability to govern effectively. As the 
government was moving away from the failed Compatriots’ Resettlement Pro-
gram, the lessons from its shortcomings  were not learned, and the same con-
trolling tendencies continued.

Carriers of Rus sian language: Ukraine and Crimea
In March 2014, an amendment to the 2002 citizenship law gave hope that the 
government would fi nally insert some flexibility into citizenship legislation. 
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The proposed amendment offered a simplified procedure to citizenship for 
 those who  were acknowledged as native Rus sian speakers (nositeli russkogo ya-
zyka). The timing of  this amendment ( just a week before the annexation of  
Crimea) and the changes it underwent during debate in the State Duma, how-
ever, revealed that it was never meant to make citizenship legislation more 
flexible. The amendment was put together hastily by the FMS by order of  Pres-
ident Putin and presented to the Duma on March 11, 2014— a week before 
Rus sia annexed Crimea on March 18, 2014.79 The eligibility proposed in the 
amendment pertained to  people who resided in Rus sia or in territories that 
 were part of  the Rus sian Empire or the Soviet Union and could prove the use 
of  the Rus sian language in their  house hold and in their cultural life. Such proof  
should have been demonstrated in an interview with a representative of  the 
FMS. Native Rus sian speakers  were exempted from the residency requirement 
and the Rus sian language test, required in the 2002 law. They  were still required 
to renounce their foreign citizenship.

The debate around this amendment revealed the fault lines along which 
thinking on migration and citizenship in Rus sia was formed. On the one hand, 
civil society activists, who wished to help  people in the  legal gray zone, wel-
comed the amendment. Members of  the Civil Assistance Committee testified 
that in 2014,  there  were thousands of   people who had resided in Rus sia since 
the 1990s who  were denied citizenship due to the lack of  a propiska.80 On the 
other hand, right- wing politicians opposed the amendment due to fears of  the 
uncontrolled migration of  undesirable groups. The main re sis tance came from 
the Just Rus sia faction in the Duma. Mikhail Eme’lyanov, from this faction, 
warned that the amendment threatened Rus sian national security, as it would 
allow the legalization of  illegal mi grants who would be able to vote in elec-
tions while they remained loyal to their native countries.81 Oleg Nilov, also from 
Just Rus sia, agreed with the need to give preference to Rus sians and Rus sian 
speakers abroad but warned of  the risk that the “10–15 million mi grants who 
 today complicate the lives of  our native  people” would try to use  these provi-
sions to obtain citizenship.82 Yet this amendment was never meant to help Rus-
sians and Rus sian speakers in the gray zone; nor could a minority faction in 
the Duma have challenged this presidential draft law.

The government had its own po liti cal designs for this legislation. During 
debate concerning the legislation in the Duma, the FMS added a territorial 
clause to the amendment, revealing the real intention  behind it—to add pop-
ulations in annexed territories to the citizenry. The territorial clause  limited 
the application for the simplified procedure to  those whose ancestors lived on 
the territory of  the former  union republics or the Rus sian Empire, within the 
current borders of  the Rus sian Federation.83 This meant that Rus sian native 
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speakers had to live on historic Rus sian territories, which  were recognized as 
part of  the Rus sian Federation, to be eligible for a Rus sian passport. Indeed, 
the Rus sian media confirmed that this amendment was linked with the crisis 
in East Ukraine and the annexation of  Crimea.84 As if  no lessons had been 
learned from the shortcomings of  the Compatriots’ Resettlement Program, 
Rus sian officials proposed that new immigrants from Ukraine would popu-
late the Rus sian Far East and Siberia.85 Hence, this amendment was not an at-
tempt to ease citizenship legislation and allow easier  legal routes to Rus sian 
citizenship but a po liti cal move to ease the quick incorporation of  Crimea and 
the admission of  Ukrainian citizens. But even in Crimea, where the Rus sian 
government tried to be as inclusive as pos si ble and moved swiftly to issue citi-
zenship, strict bureaucratic practices inhibited the smooth operation of  issu-
ing passports.

The Annexation of Crimea (2014)

The annexation of  Crimea brought the issue of  citizenship to the fore. As 
noted in the first part of  this chapter, many residents of  Crimea had illegally 
obtained Rus sian citizenship in the 1990s. In the aftermath of  the referendum 
on joining Rus sia, Rus sia and the Republic of  Crimea signed an agreement that 
accepted Crimea and the city of  Sevastopol into the Rus sian Federation.86 Ar-
ticle 5 in the agreement stated that Ukrainian citizens and stateless persons 
permanently residing on the territory of  Crimea  were recognized as citizens 
of  Rus sia.87  Those who did not wish to acquire a Rus sian passport  were given 
one month to notify the authorities of  their decision.88

The right of  Crimean residents to a Rus sian passport seemed straightfor-
ward, and in December  2014, the head of  the Crimean Federal Migration 
Ser vices, Pyotr Yarosh, declared that the issuance of  passports had been com-
pleted—1.56 million Crimeans had received Rus sian passports.89 But  things 
 were more complicated. The agreement between Rus sia and Crimea made ac-
quisition of  Rus sian citizenship contingent on permanent residency in 
Crimea at the time it came into force. This created complications for prospec-
tive citizens. As a result, by May 2015  there  were still about 100,000  people in 
Crimea who  were unable to acquire Rus sian citizenship since they had failed 
to register permanently in Crimea prior to the coming into force of  the 
agreement.90

The Rus sian authorities claimed that many of   those who could not pre sent 
a permanent residency  were refugees from East Ukraine who had fled the 
atrocities. According to the Crimean ombudswoman, Crimea had received 
about 200,000 refugees from mainland Ukraine.91 In the Crimean case, the 
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Rus sian authorities  were more lenient than in mainland Rus sia. Illegal resi-
dents of  Crimea could prove residency if  they presented the court with proof  
that they lived in Crimea, such as lease agreements, bills, or doctor’s notes. 
 After a favorable decision by the court, the proof  had to be presented to the 
FMS for confirmation and issuance of  a passport.92 But this path to citizenship 
was very costly, complicating the lives of  refugees fleeing the war in East 
Ukraine. This complication pushed many into an undetermined  legal status 
and introduced the Rus sian  legal gray zone into Crimea. Hence, despite the 
public campaign to paint the annexation of  Crimea as an act to reinforce nor-
mality and concern for the security of  Rus sians and Rus sian speakers, the situ-
ation in Crimea in fact featured a much more complex real ity with multiple 
obstacles to citizenship.

Dual Citizenship Control and the Isolation of Rus sia
A further attempt to control citizenship took place in August 2014, when the 
Duma approved a law that required Rus sians to declare the possession of  ad-
ditional citizenships.  Until 2014 Putin’s government only disallowed dual citi-
zenship to  those who acquired Rus sian citizenship through the naturalization 
pro cess. But  those who acquired citizenship in the 1990s or by birthright  were 
 free to live in one of  the most common late modern citizenship constellations— 
dual citizenship— and to enjoy rights granted by two or more states. Since 
2014  these Rus sians could no longer enjoy this situation away from the watch-
ful eye of  an increasingly isolationist Rus sian regime.

The legislation of  the law was curious and sent an alarming message to 
 those who held dual citizenship. Originally, it was put forward by the head of  
the Constitutional Committee in the Federation Council (Rus sia’s upper 
 house), Andrei Klishas.93 Quickly the draft law was taken over by the contro-
versial State Duma member Andrei Lugovoi, who, according to the British au-
thorities, had assassinated the former Rus sian intelligence officer Alexander 
Litvinenko in London in 2006 with radioactive poison.94 The man who showed 
the world that Rus sia’s traitors would be found and killed was now the face 
of  legislation that would reveal the alleged double allegiances of  certain Rus-
sian citizens. Although the law did not ban dual citizenship and the punish-
ment for concealing it was a fine and community work, the message was 
clear—in the aftermath of  Crimea, multiple belongings  were viewed with 
suspicion.95

This was a further retrenchment from late modern trends, but it could only 
go so far. Globalization was and still is a major force to be reckoned with, 
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especially since Putin was not withdrawing Rus sia from the global trade sys-
tem and was not closing its borders. In the late 2010s, amid Rus sia’s economic 
slowdown, alarm bells  were ringing about Rus sia’s demography. In this pe-
riod, the Rus sian population continued to decline, but Rus sia’s restrictive 
policies and its economic downturn made it less attractive to  labor mi grants.96 
In 2020, some restrictions  were retracted by the government, and dual citi-
zenship was allowed for  those who chose to naturalize in an attempt to en-
courage migration.97  These steps, however, are unlikely to reverse Rus sia’s 
downward population trends, especially due to the expected  human and eco-
nomic costs of  the coronavirus pandemic. This may cause a full- scale demo-
graphic crisis in Rus sia in the coming years. While some of  the  factors 
contributing to this grim scenario  were unforeseen, the Rus sian govern-
ment’s long rec ord of  denying the new flexible nature of  citizenship and mi-
gration in late modernity placed Rus sia in a disadvantageous position to 
address its demographic challenges.

economic opportunities and Citizenship in Rus sia
One of  the most profound ways in which citizenship remained less strictly de-
fined and more amorphous as a social institution was in the intersection be-
tween economic opportunities, citizenship policy implementation, and 
belonging. In Rus sia, as in many other places in the late modern globalized 
world, money could buy citizenship as well as belonging. Despite Rus sia’s 
growing isolation and preference for migration control in the 2010s, money 
could still circumvent many restrictions.

A satirical sketch of  the connection between money, citizenship, and be-
longing was painted by the Rus sian pop singer Natali and actor- rapper MC 
Doni (Doni Islamov). Natali and MC Doni’s duet depicted a post- Soviet im-
migrant Cinderella story of  sorts. The camera showed laborers of  Caucasian 
or Central Asian appearance at a construction site. One of  them, played by 
MC Doni— a big, bold, bearded non- Slavic laborer— sang: “I worked at a con-
struction site, went on the Metro / No registration, just lucky / I wanted to 
rise up.” As MC Doni walked the streets of  Moscow, he suddenly found a mys-
terious credit card with a black star, which belonged to a rich man, played by 
the famous Rus sian rapper Timati (Timur Yanusov).98 MC Doni’s fortunes in-
stantly changed. He sang: “Once I changed the route / Good- bye Ravshan, 
farewell Dzhamshut99 / Hello Moscow, Blackstar, I’m  here / I have a beard 
and I am ‘in.’ ” Natali— a blond, blue- eyed Slavic pop queen— sang back to 
him, “ You’re so handsome with a beard . . .  I dream of  a duet.”100 MC Doni 
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changed his life for the better and was accepted immediately when he gained 
a fortune. In the globalized world, having a fortune blurred the traditional con-
cepts of  citizenship and belonging—if  you have money, you are “in” (regard-
less of  one’s physical traits, which in other circumstances could play against 
one’s inclusion).

In Rus sia, having or not having money could change your position vis- à- 
vis citizenship legislation in two ways. First, since corruption was rife and im-
plementation of  citizenship regulations was selective, bribing the relevant 
authorities could resolve many prob lems and allowed the purchase of  citizen-
ship altogether. A  simple small bribe to a policeman on the street might give 
a one- time waiver to  those who lacked registration. A more substantial sum 
could smooth out certain prob lems with applications. Bribing more se nior au-
thorities could also resolve situations in which prospective applicants simply 
had not complied with the eligibility criteria and basically allowed the purchase 
of  citizenship. Bribes  were often expected, even when the applicants for citi-
zenship had complied with the legislation. Having money determined  whether 
one could or could not reside legally in Rus sia and acquire citizenship.

Being poor would have condemned a person to the gray zone and almost 
surely prevented them from acquiring citizenship. The head of  the Civil As-
sistance Committee gave the example of  Nina and Alexandra Kuznetzov, a 
 mother and  daughter who moved to Rus sia from Tajikistan in 1992.101 In the 
absence of  funds or  family to support them, they  were unable to register in 
the early 1990s. Instead, they had to focus on their financial survival and could 
not deal with legalizing their status or naturalizing.  Those sorts of   people— who, 
according to the NGO’s rec ords, numbered in the tens of  thousands— had no 
real chance of  being accepted into the citizenry, especially once the stricter 
2002 law was in place. They remain for decades in an illegal status.102 The 
journalists who reported the story emphasized that Nina and Alexandra 
 were “from the former Soviet Union and [spoke] Rus sian freely,” underlining 
that  people like them  were considered part of  the Rus sian national in- group, 
and their exclusion due to financial hardship was unjust.103

Second, having money or power ful connections in Rus sia allowed prospec-
tive applicants to completely avoid the Kaf kaesque Rus sian citizenship legis-
lation and implementation policies. The most famous and celebrated example 
was that of  the French actor Gerard Depardieu, who in 2013 found economic 
refuge in Rus sia. In late 2012 Depardieu got into a publicized conflict with the 
French authorities and with the former president Francoise Holland over a 
planned increase in taxes for the very rich. He requested to relinquish his 
French citizenship and applied for a Belgian passport. In the absence of  a re-
ply from the Belgian authorities, Depardieu was unable to renounce his French 
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passport, as the French  legal code did not allow the termination of  French citi-
zenship if  a person did not hold another citizenship.104

On January 3, 2013, Putin signed a decree granting Depardieu Rus sian citi-
zenship.105 The Kremlin’s spokesman, Dmitri Peskov, cited Depardieu’s con-
tribution to the Rus sian culture when he played Rasputin in a film in 2011 as 
a pretext for Putin’s decision. Depardieu’s choice of  a new country was not 
due to his identification with Rus sia, although he did say, “I love your country, 
Russia— its  people, its history, its writers.”106 It was Rus sia’s flat 13  percent 
income tax that attracted Depardieu to acquiring Rus sian citizenship. The 
Rus sian authorities used Depardieu’s immigration to Rus sia for publicity pur-
poses to show Rus sia as an attractive immigration destination for the rich and 
famous.

Depardieu’s case demonstrated that while the government favored strict 
citizenship policy as a means to create a managed and secured citizenry, eco-
nomic means could overpower any such policy. In Rus sia, as in other parts of  
the globalized world, immigration and citizenship legislation did not apply in 
the same way to  those with fame and fortune. In this context, money was a 
 factor that fragmented the institution of  citizenship—it could quickly over-
turn someone’s  legal status, allowing them po liti cal and economic rights, with-
out denoting deeper identification with the state. The ethnic  factor, which 
played an impor tant part in the branding of  Central Asian laborers as illegal 
and unwanted, was unlikely to apply to wealthy and better- connected busi-
nessmen from the same countries.

Rus sia’s rich also acquired dual citizenships from Eu ro pean countries. While 
Lugovoi was promoting the murky law that required Rus sians to report their 
dual citizenship, the US State Department revealed that Gennady Timchenko, 
a close associate of  Putin, held several passports. In addition to having Rus-
sian citizenship, he held Finnish and Armenian (his place of  birth) passports, 
while his  family resided in Switzerland.107 MC Doni was right to fantasize that 
fortune would rid one of  any  legal prob lems or difficulties with ac cep tance 
and belonging. In real ity, the imaginary Uzbek- laborer- turned- oligarch from 
the pop  music clip was likely to acquire ac cep tance not only in Rus sia but in 
other attractive destinations of  the globalized late modern world.

A book by the US- based journalist Atossa Araxia Abrahamian, The Cosmop-
olites: The Coming of  the Global Citizen, sketched some features of  the evolving 
relationship between money, globalization, and citizenship. She noted that in 
the globalized late modern world, “like ships flying flags of  con ve nience, more 
 people carry nationalities of  con ve nience, and a growing number of  countries 
have stepped up to accommodate them.”108 Essentially, she showed that an in-
creasing number of   people, specifically a segment of  the financial elites,  were 
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engaging in the purchase of  citizenships. In this context, the definition of  citi-
zenship as a social institution that grants social, economic, and po liti cal rights 
by a certain state and denotes belonging seems less relevant. This is not to say 
that having money erases all administrative bound aries. Even the very rich 
would have to put much time and effort into obtaining the citizenship of  a 
well- respected Western country. Yet, in the globalized world, in Rus sia, as 
elsewhere, economic status allowed much flexibility regarding travel, reloca-
tion, and ac cep tance. In August 2013 Depardieu received an honorary Belgian 
citizenship. When asked  whether he feels French, Rus sian, or Belgian, he 
replied, “I am a  free man.”109

Rus sian Citizenship in the Global World
In the 2000s Putin tried to normalize the devolved situation around citizen-
ship by introducing a new strict regulation, in line with stern migration con-
trols that had been enacted in other globalized counties that  were trying to 
manage increased migration. The 2002 citizenship law removed almost all fa-
vorable  causes for former Soviet citizens and branded all  those living in the 
 legal gray zone as illegal mi grants. But Putin could not remove Rus sia from 
the two concurrent trends that  shaped its realities— the consequences of  the 
collapse of  the Soviet empire and the globalized late modern context. Both 
clashed with his legislation and inhibited its ability to stabilize citizenship.

The strict criteria of  the 2002 law clashed with the postimperial post- Soviet 
real ity where Rus sians and Rus sians speakers moved to Rus sia in the 1990s in 
large numbers, and many  were still interested in joining them. It revealed that 
the eligibility criteria in the 1991 law  were not ideological but  were respond-
ing to the real needs of  Rus sians and Rus sian speakers abroad.  These criteria 
 were meant to allow  these  people, commonly regarded as part of  the Rus sian 
national in- group, to join the new citizenry. In the aftermath of  the 2002 law’s 
entry into force, it was revealed that labeling  these  people as illegal mi grants 
did not improve the migration situation in Rus sia. The newspapers  were filled 
with stories of  normative Rus sians and Russian- speaking  people who  were de-
nied access to citizenship. It became clear that the rights of  Rus sians and Rus-
sian speakers who had already moved to Rus sia and even  those who remained 
abroad could not be disregarded.

Rus sians also discovered the economic need for migration. Even extreme 
critics of  migration accepted that migration was necessary and that not only 
ethnic Rus sians  were welcome in Rus sia but also Russified individuals (Rus-
sian speakers). For instance, in 2013 Zhirinovsky made the following 
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comments: “I walked along the boulevard.  There was a young  couple of, 
prob ably, Uzbeks. A female, male and a child. They  were prob ably . . .  from 
the intelligent sia. They smiled, they greeted me. They  were happy.”110 
Zhirinovsky’s comments underlined the general sense that belonging to the 
Rus sian in- group was not contingent only on one’s ethnicity but also on knowl-
edge of  the Rus sian language and culture and being able to comply with 
social norms. The 2003 amendment to the 2002 law and the Compatriots’ 
Resettlement Program  were meant to attract  these  people who  were wel-
come and needed in Rus sia.

But in late modernity, as  people  were moving according to their own cal-
culations and best economic prospects, the state could not choose which mi-
grants it wanted to attract.  Those mi grants that the society wanted  were not 
necessarily  those that the economy attracted. The Rus sian federal government 
and local bureaucracy chose to ignore this real ity. They continuously favored 
control over flexibility and did not address the broader context of  late moder-
nity. For the rich and well connected, this had few consequences, as they 
could buy citizenship and even belonging from the very highest po liti cal ech-
elons, as was the case of  Depardieu. But for poor mi grants and laborers, the 
strict regulations pushed them deeper into the shadows. A representative of  
the Rus sian Union of  Foreign Workers in Construction described this on 
Rus sian tele vi sion: “ These  people [ labor mi grants] are working invisibly, but 
[they are] working. . . .  Building sites are fenced. We do not see the  people 
[who work  there].”111

For many Rus sians, like their counter parts in the West, the economy’s need 
for migration was easier to ignore than to deal with the complex situation that 
neoliberal globalization posed. Bauman noted in his last interview in 2016 that 
in the West, too,  people preferred to omit the unpleasant realities of  migra-
tion,  until this was no longer pos si ble.112  These internal tensions in Rus sia be-
tween the public’s desire for order and stability and the economy’s need for 
migration are likely to intensify in the coming years due to the impact of  the 
coronavirus pandemic on Rus sia’s demography and economy.  These grim fore-
casts exemplify how the global context pre sents an enormous challenge in 
the field of  migration and citizenship, which defied  simple solutions of  mi-
gration control and order.

The analytical framework of  fluid Rus sianness helps to understand and ex-
plain Rus sian realities, while allowing for the Rus sian case to be considered as 
part of  the broader global context. Rus sia was not the only country that strug-
gled to find stability and normality in the field of  citizenship in recent de-
cades. In the late modern globalized world, where the movement of   labor and 
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capital across national borders was intensifying, governments felt the increas-
ing need to control who was in and who was out.

In 2015, following a wave of   Middle Eastern and North African migration 
into Eu rope, the debate on migration became highly charged. The Hungar-
ian prime minister Victor Orban, a sympathizer of  President Putin and a 
known critic of  immigration, went so far as to say that immigration was threat-
ening Eu rope’s Christian heritage.113 By 2016, for the first time since the Sec-
ond World War,  there was talk of  “fortress Eu rope,” questioning the 
continuation of  freedom of  movement into and across the continent.114 But 
this debate was hardly new. In the United Kingdom, immigration had domi-
nated election campaigns since 2000 and was the main topic during the Brexit 
campaign, which aimed to pull the United Kingdom out of  the Eu ro pean 
Union. In 2006 the French presidential contender Nicolas Sarkozy argued that 
“selective immigration . . .  is the expression of  France’s sovereignty. It is the 
right of  our country.”115 In this context, the Rus sian experience was hardly un-
usual, and its government’s policies and subsequent failures, specifically since 
2000, should be viewed as part of  a broader trend where national governments 
grappled with migration in the globalized world.

This explanation, provided through the conceptual framework of  fluid Rus-
sianness, reveals several impor tant points. First,  these findings contribute to 
the academic debate on Rus sian citizenship, as it provides a significant expla-
nation for Rus sians’ dissatisfaction with their citizenship policies in the 2000s 
and the 2010s. Unlike what scholars have been observing so far, Rus sian citi-
zenship and the identification that it proj ects are not abnormal or ambiguous. 
It is a late modern experience with some specifically Rus sian ele ments. Like 
elsewhere in the globalized late modern world, citizenship became fragmented, 
and identification, more flexible. And like elsewhere in this world, the Rus sian 
public demanded that its government fix the situation of  fluid citizenship and 
identification. Second,  these calls, and the stricter policies that often ensued, 
 were expressions of  the intrinsic internal dialectic of  late modernity, where in-
creased freedoms lead to insecurity, which, in turn, leads to calls to curb  those 
freedoms. But curbing freedoms in a deregulated system where the economy 
relies on the rapid movement of   people and capital across borders is counter-
productive and often impossible. Hence, controlling policies often lead to ille-
gal be hav ior by poor  labor mi grants who migrate illegally, and by the rich who 
buy their way out, while the majority of  the population is left with the unend-
ing sense that something is wrong with migration and citizenship policies.

In this situation, where the incurable internal contradictions of  late moder-
nity have been pointed out as unresolvable, why do governments, including 
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the Rus sian government, engage in stricter citizenship and migration poli-
cies? The answer is twofold. First, the modern concept of  sovereignty, one of  
whose pillars is the right to legislate and execute policies within given bor-
ders, is still a central ele ment of  politics. In this way, scholars of  late moder-
nity, Bauman included,  were correct to point out that modernity has not 
finished, and we are not living in postmodernity. States are deeply modern po-
liti cal units, and they continue to execute their sovereign rights for stricter 
migration policy  because this is what they are meant to do—to rule and gov-
ern over a specific population within their borders. As long as nation- states 
remain the po liti cal units that order our lives, they  will keep legislating stricter 
policies and try to create order by anchoring the late modern fast- moving 
world.

Second, very often, in the absence of   actual solutions, migration policies 
in the global world have become a symbolic field of  policy that are meant to 
satisfy populist sentiments and proj ect state power.116 In everyday life, migra-
tion control has mainly made  people more vulnerable to discrimination and 
abuse.117 This is a sort of  imitation of  order and stability, which gives  people 
a short respite from the lingering feeling of  anxiety that late modernity brings 
with it (along with the liberties that it promotes). This imitation and per for-
mance of  security and stability, which are substitutes for the longed- for state 
of  solidity, have been expressed in discourse, and in practice too, which the 
next chapters consider.
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In 2003, the late Mikhail Lesin, a key figure in 
post- Soviet Rus sian media, explained that in his view “only 5% of  the popula-
tion [are active  people] and . . .  the majority of  the population . . .  are not able 
to form their own approach to life.”1 The media, in his opinion, “helps them 
by performing an intermediary function.”2 Lesin’s views attested to the unique 
place that the mass media holds in Rus sia. As shown in the previous chapter, 
post- Soviet Rus sia experienced transformations that  were consequences of  
both the postimperial condition and the new context into which it was 
transforming— globalized late modernity. In  these circumstances of  parallel 
transitions into freer and more liberal settings, the media had become central 
in constructing a new sense of  self  and society.

Unlike the previous chapter, which focused mainly on state- level actors— 
the government, the legislative branch, and law enforcement agencies— this 
chapter considers broader pro cesses. It looks at the formation of  national iden-
tification in Rus sia, as expressed by the Rus sian media elite in the polylogue 
that it formed and its interactions with historical and po liti cal developments. 
To consider  these interactions, this chapter focuses on several questions: How 
was the post- Soviet Rus sian national identification expressed through words 
and in texts? What discourses  were formed, and how did they interact with 
economic, social, and po liti cal developments in Rus sia? Did  these discourses 
reflect a late modern experience described in this work as fluid Rus sianness? 

Chapter 3

Media Discourse in the 1990s
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This chapter shows that Rus sian media discourse reflected both a late mod-
ern tendency for inclusive identification, as well as ele ments of  ethnic Rus-
sianness, such as the Rus sian language and Orthodox Chris tian ity.

This chapter examines texts from the liberal Moskovskiye Novosti and Neza-
visimaya Gazeta, from the Novaya Gazeta of  1993, and from Izvestia.  These texts 
and vari ous statements therein  will be considered as socially contingent acts 
using the methods of  the Rus sian twentieth- century speech and lit er a ture the-
oretician Mikhail Bakhtin and of  critical discourse analy sis (CDA). Bakhtin 
noted: “Any utterance . . .  has . . .  an absolute beginning and an absolute end; 
its beginning is preceded by the utterances of  other, and its end is by  others’ 
responsive utterances.”3 Following this thinking, this chapter uses tools pro-
vided by CDA, which was influenced by Bakhtin’s writing.

CDA studies statements as relational (focusing on social relations), dialec-
tical (considering relations that are interconnected), and interdisciplinary.4 It 
asserts that authors of  texts are in constant interaction and dialogue with each 
other, as well as with readers, even without their knowledge. In this pro cess, 
certain discursive bound aries are formed, and words become fixed with mean-
ing. They become the central axes around which other expressions are posi-
tioned, and they interact with the historical context in which they are being 
uttered—in our case, with late modernity.5 Hence, the media clippings in this 
chapter are considered as a polylogue that was in interaction with the dia-
chronic development of  the Rus sian society.

Rus sian media in the 1990s— a polylogue on 
freedom and security
Between 1989 and 1999, the Rus sian media experienced new freedom from 
state censorship but was strained in economic resources. During that period, 
four main discourses dominated the social polylogue on national identification 
in Russia— national idea as a periphery, the discourse of  loss, the search for a 
national idea, and the discourse of  war. All four discourses related to late mo-
dernity in two ways. First, they emerged as the Soviet authorial voice was fad-
ing away. The end of  state censorship over texts meant that diff er ent discourses 
interacted freely with each other and reflected the new historical and po liti cal 
circumstances of  a liberal social polylogue. Second, all of  them related, in some 
way, to the broader overarching discourse of  flexibility that had been dominat-
ing the global neoliberal arena since the 1980s, where, due to economic and 
social changes in the late modern period, flexibility became a fundamental con-
cept.6 This discourse views economic per for mance uninterrupted by state 



 meDIa DIsCoURse In the 1990s 69

institutions as a desirable state for  human relations. The discourse of  flexibility 
dictates easy adjustments and lightness not only in the economic sphere but 
also in national affiliations, which are expected to be more flexible. Hence, 
 there is a preference for more inclusive and civic identifications.

national Ideas as phenomena of the periphery
In the early 1990s, when Rus sia became in de pen dent, surprisingly the media 
scarcely discussed Rus sian national identification. When the media did discuss 
it, the topic was rarely addressed in positive terms. In the context of  this chap-
ter, which deals with words and texts, that point of  departure of  relative si-
lence seems rather odd— especially if  we take into consideration the centrality 
of  the question of  citizenship at the time. Members of  the Rus sian cultural 
and media elite often explained that in the early 1990s, they  were focused on 
economic and demo cratic transition rather than the formation of  national 
identification.7 The main goal was to distance the new Rus sian state from the 
communist Soviet tradition, not to create a new national ideology.8 Yeltsin also 
saw Rus sia’s breaking away from the Soviet Union as an act of  freeing itself  
from the communist ideology, not an act of  national liberation.

This approach was the result of  an unexpected incidental ideological alli-
ance between pro- Soviet approaches and Western thinking. In Soviet impe-
rial thinking, nationalism was regarded as a dangerous peripheral phenomenon 
that threatened the  union.  These attitudes  were linked to the geopo liti cal re-
alities of  the land- based empire, where nationalism had been considered both 
peripheral and dangerous. National sentiments and, even more so, national 
revolts threatened the imperial existence. Hence, in the Soviet and  later Rus-
sian discourse, the term nationalism had negative associations.9 Billig noted that 
in Western nation- states, too, national separatists  were found in the outer re-
gions of  states, where extremists “lurked on the margins of  po liti cal life.”10 
He pointed out that “from the perspective of  Paris, London or Washington, 
places like Moldova, Bosnia and Ukraine,” where guerrilla figures  were fight-
ing to establish their new homelands, “are peripherally place. . . .  This makes 
nationalism not merely an exotic force, but a peripheral one . . .  the property 
of   others.”11 Osipov explained this affinity by noting that both Soviet and West-
ern thinking originated from frameworks of  modernist social engineering, 
which resulted in similar views of  nationalism in Soviet/Rus sian and West-
ern perspectives.12 Hence, for the Moscow and Leningrad elites, due to their 
common philosophical origins, Moldova and Ukraine  were as much a periphery 
as they  were for Paris and London.
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As a result of  this thinking, identification or belonging to the Rus sian na-
tional group was not considered mainstream topics for media discussion in 
Rus sia in the early 1990s. Newspapers surveyed for this chapter barely men-
tioned phrases like “Rus sian national idea” or “Rus sian identification.” When 
national ideas and national ideologies  were discussed, they mainly referred to 
foreign (or other wise peripheral) phenomena. Other ethnic groups, primarily 
in the former Soviet republics and in Rus sia’s peripheral regions, had national 
ideas that  were mostly portrayed as belligerent and dangerous and  were usu-
ally discussed in connection to the suppression of  minorities and ethnic strife.

The Rus sian media in the early 1990s was overflowing with reports on 
national movements and conflicts on the Soviet periphery. Indeed,  there 
was plenty to report on. The Soviet Union disintegrated along national- 
administrative lines, and some newly in de pen dent states perused aggressive 
nationalizing policies. In 1989–1993, conflicts erupted between Armenia and 
Azerbaijan in Nagorno- Karabakh, in Georgia’s South Ossetia and Abkhazia, 
in Moldova and Transdniestria, and between diff er ent groups in Tajikistan. 
Within Rus sia, ethnic tensions  were rising between the federal central in Mos-
cow and regional elites, many of  whom  were non- Slavic, like the Tatars. Con-
flicts also broke out between groups in the Rus sian North Caucasus— the 
Ossetians and the Ingush. In other former Soviet republics, like the Baltic 
states, Ukraine, and Kazakhstan, nationalizing policies in the spheres of  citi-
zenship, language, and education threatened to trigger violent responses from 
Rus sian minorities.  These events  were the objective materials with which the 
Rus sian media constructed the discourse that portrayed national identifica-
tion as a peripheral and often dangerous phenomenon.

Examples of  this discourse are countless. A good place to start is the Cau-
casus, where in 1991 the ultimate international symbol of  Soviet brotherhood— 
victory over Nazi Germany— was allegedly  under threat. In January  1991 
Izvestia reported that Armenian Second World War veterans  were protesting 
the pos si ble removal from the official calendar of  Victory Day over Nazi Ger-
many (May 9). The article was published  under the title: “Who wants to can-
cel Victory Day?” (“Kto hochet otmenit’ Den’ Pobedy?”). A letter signed by 
multiple veterans read: “We want to remind  those who try to belittle the his-
torical role of  the  great victory of  the Soviet  people in the  Great Patriotic 
War, which saved . . .  Armenia from the repetition of  the 1915 genocide . . .  
our nation’s contribution to the  great victory— one of  the brightest pages of  
the centuries- old Armenian history.”13 The article also noted that the veter-
ans  were deeply concerned and offended by certain deputies from the local 
soviet who resisted the inclusion of  Victory Day in the official national calen-
dar of  Armenia.



Although the genre of  this article was reportage, which should be infor-
mative and neutral, it was openly opposed to the idea of  canceling the official 
cele brations of  Victory Day. It contained only statements made by the veter-
ans, while  those who  were in  favor of  canceling the cele brations  were not given 
a voice. They  were not even given any agency— they remained anonymous 
actors whose sole intention was to hurt war veterans. This was also expressed 
in the title of  the article— “Who wants to cancel Victory Day?” The answer 
was not given in the article, but the mystique created by the title was thin. 
Quite obviously, the plan of   those who wanted to “belittle the historical role” 
of  the Soviet  people  were anonymous nationalist forces lurking in the dark, 
looking for an opportunity to unleash their destructive agenda.

That article used the unique place of  the memory of  the Second World War 
in the Soviet Union and in Rus sia. It flagged the two Soviet myths of  the war— 
the supranational victory and the place of  veterans. Consequently, the article 
labeled national ideologies as a negative force that splits society, insults veter-
ans’ feelings, and undermines  human solidarity, placing it on the periphery, in 
Armenia. The negative approach described  here prob ably stemmed from pro- 
union feelings and the traditional imperial aversion to national ideologies, yet 
it also flags some universal ideas— harming el derly veterans and  human 
solidarity.

Another example came from the conflicts in Georgia, which dominated the 
news in 1989–1993. War broke out in South Ossetia and Abkhazia, while clashes 
ignited in other parts of  Georgia. In early January 1992, Zviad Gamsakhur-
dia, former Soviet dissident and the first elected Georgian president, was de-
posed and forced to leave the country. On January 16, 1992, Moskovskiye Novosti 
commented on  these events. An article laid serious accusations against Gam-
sakhurdia. It referred to his role in the bloody events of  April 9, 1991, when 
the Soviet army clashed with peaceful demonstrators in Tbilisi, killing twenty 
 people and injuring many. The article accused Gamsakhurdia of  knowingly 
sending demonstrators to their deaths, by not ordering them to withdraw de-
spite knowing that the military was about to move on them. The newspaper 
wrote:

Gamsakhurdia was forgiven for his role in  those events. What for? Why 
[did] the Georgians have strong sympathy for this person? Maybe  because 
of  [his] dissident past? Hardly . . .  Gamsakhurdia “took” [the elections 
by] other [means]. He gave an outlet to offended national feelings, of-
fering a  simple and clear slogan: “Georgia— for Georgians.” Power ob-
tained with this mandate could not have turned other wise but into a 
genocide in South Ossetia, bloody clashes in Abkhazia and Adjara, the 
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expulsion from Georgia of  Avars, oppression of  Armenians and Azer-
baijanis and the refusal to allow Meskhetian Turks to return to their 
homeland.14

This commentary placed Gamsakhurdia and Georgia as peripheral national-
ist entities. In this article, national feelings have clouded the judgment of  the 
Georgian  people. They  were so smitten by the  simple appeal to their offended 
national pride that they forgave Gamsakhurdia for his crimes. What followed 
was allegedly unavoidable, as the article deterministically pointed out that 
 things “could not have turned other wise.” The logical conclusion of  the arti-
cle was that appealing to national feelings necessarily leads to genocide, mas-
sacre, bloody clashes, and the oppression of  minorities. This part also served 
as a warning to Rus sians to avoid toying with the idea of  a monoethnic state, 
as some  were  doing. This text portrayed national feelings as dangerous and 
placed them on the post- Soviet periphery— perpetrated by and affecting  those 
who reside  there. The Georgian  people, a nation on the periphery, responded 
to “ simple and clear slogans” that led to strife among peripheral national 
groups— Ossetians, Abkhaz, Adjar, Avars, Armenians, Azerbaijanis, and 
Meskhetian Turks. Unlike in the previous article,  here Soviet- imperial ideas 
 were less clearly set; it more closely resembled a post- Soviet liberal rejection 
of  national ideology.

This reporting was not confined to the Caucasus. A similar attitude was 
observed in Nezavisimaya Gazeta relating to ethnic Rus sian expressions of  
 national identification. The newspaper reported about a Direct Line with 
Yeltsin— a Rus sian po liti cal tradition when the president answers questions 
from ordinary citizens. The conversation was quoted as follows:

[Galina Vladimirovna]: Galina Vladimirovna, engineer, Novosibirsk. 
I am concerned about an issue. Why does our government not have 
 people of  Rus sian nationality?

[Yeltsin]: In the government? You  don’t say!
[GV]: Yes, I am judging by last names. I was offended. I am a deeply 

Rus sian person [Russkiy chelovek], a Siberian, and I feel that  there are 
no Rus sian  people. This is a sore point.

[Yeltsin]: Yes, most, in my opinion, are Rus sian. Vorobyov, is he not 
Rus sian?

[GV]: Gaidar, Burbulis . . .
[Yeltsin]: Burbulis is not [in] the government.
[GV]: I’m just saying.
[Yeltsin]: I’ll explain. Burbulis grand father is from the Baltics, and his 

 mother was Rus sian.



[GV]: You just want to say that he is not Jewish. But this still does not 
mean that  there are [ethnic] Rus sians [Russkiy] in the government. 
We, the Siberians, feel very strongly about this. . . .  I look at it with 
pain.

[Yeltsin]: Well, we  will conduct an investigation . . .  and publish it.15

Appalled by this conversation, Nezavisimaya Gazeta (NG) ran an editorial ti-
tled “National composition of  the government subject to examination— 
hopefully, the president was joking”: “NG is not even surprised by the 
‘apol o getic’ tone of  the President and not by the conclusion of  the conversa-
tion—on the investigation into the government’s national composition. . . .  We 
are surprised that the President allowed himself  to seriously discuss such 
issues.”16

The editorial went on to quote a conversation they had been told about 
between two exiled Rus sian writers, Irina Berberova and Sergey Dovlatov, who 
presumably had the conversation while in exile before the collapse of  the So-
viet Union. In one of  their conversations, Dovlatov mentioned to Berberova 
that in the Rus sian state, key posts should be held by Rus sian (Russkiy)  people. 
Berberobva corrected him: “In the Rus sian [Rossiskaya] state key posts should 
be held by normal [normalniye]  people.”17

In this the Direct Line exchange, the peripheral nationalist was a Rus sian 
 woman from Siberia, while Nezavisimaya Gazeta revealed its bias against na-
tional identification. The newspaper did not condemn the  woman, although 
she made offensive remarks against officials who  were Rus sian citizens. In a 
similar manner, the newspaper did not criticize the president for not deplor-
ing the comments or alerting the  woman that her remarks  were inappropri-
ate. According to Nezavisimaya Gazeta, the president should have ignored her 
comments completely and not responded. The subtext was that it was expected 
from a  woman from the periphery to make nationalist and racist comments. 
However, the president should not have engaged her, since her comments  were 
unacceptable. In quoting the conversation between Dovlatov and Berberova, 
Nezavisimaya Gazeta ruled on appropriate (and inappropriate) forms of  iden-
tification. It noted that the only acceptable form of  identification in the mul-
tiethnic Rus sian (Rossiskaya) state was “normal  people” (normalniye ludi). This 
attested that the media elites viewed an acceptable Rus sian national identifi-
cation only as one that was flexible and highly inclusive.

A review of  the texts that dealt with national identification in the early 1990s 
revealed that they did not address Rus sian national identification as an appro-
priate topic for discussion. National identity was viewed as a negative phenom-
enon that belonged in the periphery and had no place in the civilized center. 
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The consequences of  national ideologies  were also highlighted— they  were 
risky and often led to vio lence. Nationalist sentiments within Rus sia  were also 
portrayed as illegitimate. Hence, the center was called on to promote a civic- 
liberal- inclusive agenda. The discourse of  national ideas as a peripheral 
phenomenon served as an ethical and linguistic delineation of  us— the 
liberal- minded Rus sian center, where national feelings and identification  were 
inclusive and flexible— and them, the peripheral nationalists. It echoed the meta 
discourse of  neoliberalism— the discourse of  flexibility, when  people are called 
to adopt more flexible and inclusive identities.

the Discourse of loss
In tandem with the discourse that underlined the dangerous and peripheral 
nature of  national ideology, loss had become the focus of  another strong dis-
course of  the early 1990s. This discourse underlined the hardship of  the early 
years  after the collapse of  Soviet Union. While the elite concentrated on demo-
cratic and economic transition, living standards deteriorated, and security 
and stability eroded. The sense of  loss was perhaps the most dominant feel-
ing in this period, and it included many diff er ent losses— economic instability, 
security in the face of  rising criminality, and food insecurity, as well as po liti-
cal instability and conflicts in the former Soviet states. The strongest associa-
tion of  loss was with national identification— loss of  pride, loss of  status, loss 
of  motherland. This discourse remained central and impor tant throughout the 
post- Soviet period, under lying the feeling that Rus sian national identity was 
in crisis and that mea sures should be made to reveal, reinvent, or remedy it.

The media reported and commented on the difficulties that Rus sian  people 
experienced when seeking new formative ideas and on the negative conse-
quences for society attendant to the feelings of  loss.  These texts appeared 
from 1992, with the realization that the  union was gone forever and with it 
the positive  things it had represented— a feeling of  predictability, normality, 
and belonging.

In April 1992, Izvestia ran a long article on the feelings of  loss among So-
viet military men stationed in a military base in Belorus sia. The title was “God 
forbid to see you across the frontline” (“Ne day bog uvidet’sya cherez liniyu 
fronta”). The men  were being dismissed as the former Soviet republics started 
to form their national armies. Many men described the loss of  communist ide-
ology as a painful experience; they  were left with no real ideological alterna-
tives except national ones, which, from the reporter’s point of  view,  were 
vague: “It should be noted that  after the dismissal of  the communist 



ideology, officers  were given no other [ideological] choice, but national 
idea. . . .  All [Soviet ideas] are  things of  the past. What [came] instead? Na-
tional idea.”18 The loss of  ideology, in military settings, had very practical 
implications, like to whom to swear allegiance: “We asked  every officer— 
what state do you serve? The answer, pensive, [came with] a shrug ‘I  don’t 
know.’ ”19 The article related that Soviet officers experienced the territorial 
integrity of  the Soviet Union in a very real way— a vast landmass that they 
swore to defend and across which they moved from one base to another, to-
gether with their families. The article described this loss: “The dissolution of  
the concept of  the Soviet Union, for him [the officer], is not a po liti cal or geo-
graphic fact, but a personal tragedy.”20 Not only did the officers lose a sense 
of  ideological orientation, retaining only a vague sense of  whom they served 
and which land they defended, but they also lost the sense of  who was a 
friend and who was a foe. As the article’s title suggests,  these officers ex-
pressed their fear that in the  future they might be ordered to fight each other. 
This must have been a deeply disorientating experience for  those who  until 
recently  were brothers- in- arms: “When an officer leaves the base, departs to 
his native country, he tells his co- servicemen ‘God forbid to see you across the 
frontline.’ Sounds like a joke, but it . . .  acquires a sinister meaning.”21

This text expressed the multifaceted and extensive sense of  loss in former 
Soviet socie ties. The feelings of  loss  were enhanced since the article dealt with 
military men. The contrast between the might of  the Soviet army and the cur-
rent situation of  its former officers was stark. Left  behind, while the changes 
 were happening in the urban centers, they  were depicted as weak and help-
less. Their glory was gone, and the  future was uncertain. Interestingly, the sub-
text of  the article also reflected the previously described discourse of  national 
ideas as a negative force. It presented an adverse image of  national ideology 
and placed the blame for the feeling of  loss on nationalists, who had caused 
the collapse of  the Soviet Union. This was an in ter est ing take on events that 
allowed the two discourses to work synergistically rather than clash, though 
it would not always work in that way.

In 1993 the sense of  loss became ever deeper, as Rus sia underwent an ex-
treme po liti cal crisis. At that point Yeltsin was fighting po liti cal rivals from all 
sides. He had pushed forward reforms and a new constitution, which he had 
strug gled to pass through the Supreme Soviet (the pre de ces sor of  the State 
Duma). The po liti cal deadlock resulted in the bloody events of  October 1993, 
in which over a hundred  people  were killed.

In August 1993 Nezavisimaya Gazeta published an interview with a former 
top general of  the KGB, Leonid Shebarshin. He was concerned with the new 
weakness in which Rus sia found itself  from a national security point of  view. 
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He predicted that the sense of  loss would evolve into a national reassertion. 
The interviewer asked, “ Will Rus sia be able to get out of  the position in which 
it finds itself  now?” Shebarshin answered:

Predicting [is] difficult. This uncertainty, tension, anticipation of  a so-
cial explosion, had lasted about one and a half  years. How long can such 
a situation [continue]? . . .  I do not know. In my opinion, one  thing is 
clear: Rus sia  will be saved [by] the revival of  the self- identification [sa-
mosoznaniye] of  the Rus sian nation [Russkiy narod). The only question 
is who  will lead it. One of  the current leaders? This I doubt.22

This text pointed out that feelings of  loss could not forever remain open- ended. 
Once too many voices said that something was lost, other voices would try to 
retrieve it. Shebarshin’s solution was the “Russkiy narod,” an ethnic delinea-
tion of  identification, which is exclusive and bears the promise of  clear and 
solid and predictable demarcation. Shebarshin presented a counterargument 
to discourse, which avoided solid expressions of  national identification by de-
scribing them as peripheral and dangerous; they provided only inclusive ac-
ceptable forms of  identification, which  were harder to grasp. This was the 
unavoidable evolution of  the two prevalent discourses in the Rus sian polylogue 
from a parallel understanding of  real ity into a confrontation. Shebarshin’s in-
terview should be considered part of  a broader development that was taking 
place in Rus sian society.

Both discourses in the early 1990s— national identification as a periphery 
and the discourse of  loss— were responding to the government’s retreat from 
 people’s lives. They responded to the fact that the state had  stopped narrating 
the story of  collective belonging in Rus sia. As in other places in the global-
ized late modern world, Rus sians  were left to their own devices and  were ex-
pected to create their own meaning. The first discourse— nationalism as a 
periphery— adopted the Western liberal approach to nationalism, viewing it 
as a destructive force, on the fringes of  state and society. This discourse 
viewed identification favorably only when it was articulated in the broadest 
and most inclusive way. The second discourse— the discourse of  loss— 
focused on the hardship and suffering experienced by individuals, who 
 adopted that new system of  values.  These individuals gained freedom but 
lost many other emotional and material properties— the certainty that a 
strong national ideology lent and a narrative that helped to understand one’s 
place in the world. The discourse of  loss emphasized the most impor tant 
shortcoming of  late modernity— that being on your own, in a rapidly chang-
ing world, without sources of  authority that anchor identity, could be daunting 
and tiresome.



In Rus sia freedom and loss created two competing and conflicting interpre-
tations of  events. For instance, the Rus sian literary critic and publisher Irina 
Prokhorova, in the book she edited 1990: Rus sians Remember a Turning Point, 
remembered: “I spent three unforgettable days on the barricades defending 
the Rus sian government’s White House during the 1991 August coup attempt, 
and came away from that experience a  free, no longer Soviet, person.”23 An-
other writer in the same book, Sergey Karnaukhov, who had lived in the pe-
ripheral regions of  Tula and Irkutsk, called 1990 the year of  the “Funeral of  
Food.”24  These  were two parallel interpretations of  events, but a causal link 
between them could easily be made. The sense of  loss could easily be pinned 
on  those who pushed national ideology to the periphery and labeled it dan-
gerous. This revealed the internal dialectic of  late modernity— openness and 
inclusiveness— which rejected strong national affiliations but also created deep 
insecurity and a sense of  loss. The suffering described in the Rus sian media 
was not uncommon in globalized neoliberal Western socie ties, where the con-
stant and endless need to adjust to new realities, which is the essence of  being 
flexible, created a sense of  insecurity.

This late modern dynamic made the discourse of  loss particularly prone 
to manipulation by extreme ideologists. Indeed, from 1993 the open- ended 
sense of  loss, which was not directed at pinning blame on someone, gave way 
to nationally infused politics of  the new Rus sian opposition. Its adherents used 
the discourse of  loss for a reactionary call to a more solid sense of  identity. In 
December 1993, Vladimir Zhirinovsky won 22  percent of  the vote and, to-
gether with Gennady Zyuganov, formerly of  the National Salvation Front 
and by 1993 of  the Communist Party, who also relied on nationalistic mes-
sages, had considerable influence in the Duma. Both promoted toughening 
Rus sia’s position vis- à- vis the West, a more assertive stance  toward the for-
mer Soviet republics, and a stronger sense of  national pride (which often in-
cluded racist verbal attacks on mi grants and Jews).

In 1994 Zhirinovsky was quoted addressing the difficult position of  ethnic 
Rus sians in the former Soviet republics, for which he blamed Rus sia’s tradi-
tional  Others— the Jews:

The orchestras playing the same song, “Rus sians get out!” are being di-
rected by the same conductors, the same provocateurs. . . .  The same 
provocateurs in Rus sia itself  have per sis tently moved into the most pres-
tigious and well- paid professions— scholars with grants, writers, com-
posers, film directors,  lawyers, journalists and so on— the Jews.25

By the mid-1990s, the government could no longer ignore  these po liti cal uses 
by far- right and Communist politicians of  the discourse of  loss. In 1996, the 

 meDIa DIsCoURse In the 1990s 77



78  ChapteR 3

year when he had to fight Zyuganov in the presidential elections, Yeltsin, 
for the first time, made his own move to address the issue of  national 
identification.

In search of a national Idea
In July 1996,  after his hard- won victory, Yeltsin asked Rus sia’s leading scholars 
from the Rus sian Acad emy of  Sciences to find, within a year, a new national 
idea. At the same time, Rossiskaya Gazeta announced a competition for its read-
ers to come up with a new national idea and set the prize at $2,000. It is un-
clear what Yeltsin was aiming to achieve with this call to action, since he never 
addressed his intentions. That call did not have any implications for policy; nor 
did it raise Yeltsin’s popularity. In fact, in practical terms, it was a flop. The 
Acad emy of  Sciences never submitted any paper on this  matter. Nor did Ros-
siskaya Gazeta pick any suggestions from the public.

Yeltsin’s call received mixed responses from the media. Many claimed that 
a national idea should not be ordered from above. Some of   these responses 
echoed the discourse of  national identification as a dangerous periphery. For 
instance, in July 1996 Izvestia published an editorial  under the title “Rus sia does 
not need another state ideology,” which stated: “Anyone who watched the for-
mation of  the newly in de pen dent states knows that ‘national ideas’ result in 
turmoil, strife and blood.”26 Yeltsin’s move was, however, still smart enough 
to steal some wind from nationalist and Communist politicians who domi-
nated the debate on national identification. Yeltsin’s aide, Gregoriy Satarov, 
explained the idea  behind the request:

We are talking about the development of  a certain universal formula re-
lated to common values and uniting all  people. . . .  Please note that the 
President voiced the idea  after saying that we cannot,  after the presiden-
tial elections, divide the country into losers and winners. . . .  The presi-
dent does not say: “I  will give you a national idea,” but on the contrary, 
he asks: “Find it.”27

It is clear from this statement that Yeltsin’s administration was unable and 
did not intend to provide substantive input on the issue of  national identifica-
tion. Instead, Yeltsin stuck to a liberal and open- ended approach— asking 
 people to launch a conversation on national identification, which was more 
acceptable for the media elites. The Izvestia editorial quoted above, which was 
overall critical of  the initiative, concluded more leniently, stating: “The 



country needs a nationwide spiritual guidance that can consolidate society 
and thus strengthen the state.”

This initiative started a new discourse in the Rus sian media that can be 
summed up in what became a catchphrase: “ There is a national idea.” This 
was a sort of  popu lar deliberation, where for the first time it became accept-
able to reevaluate Rus sian national identification—to discuss (and criticize) the 
new Rus sian ways of  life, to reminisce about the old ones, and to express ideas 
about what Rus sia should become. This deliberation and the ideas that  were 
raised showed that Rus sia had become part of  the temporal context of  glo-
balized late modernity. One of  the strongest themes that featured in this dis-
course was economic pro gress as a national idea. This was unsurprising, as 
the country was undergoing sweeping economic reforms, which had far more 
impact than the po liti cal reforms of  democ ratization. It also resonated with 
both late modern elastic identifications and the neoliberal discourse of  flexi-
bility—an agenda that focuses on economic development, with national affili-
ation becoming more flexible and fluid.

The Economy as a National Idea

A good example of  the subnarrative of  “the economy as a national idea” was 
published in a 1998 interview with the governor of  Leningrad Oblast, Vadim 
Gustov. Its title was “Vadim Gustov: We do not need any extra rubles from 
the government” (“Vadim Gustov: Ot Pravitel’stva Nam Ne Nado Ni Odnogo 
Lishnego Rublya”). Gustov, a rebranded Communist nomenklatura politician, 
spoke in neoliberal terms of  self- reliance and a pragmatic economic approach. 
The interview went as follows:

[Interviewer]: Some think that only a national idea can  really unite the 
[Rus sian] Federation?

[VG]: You know, in its pure form, this idea [belongs to] yesterday. Rus sia 
 today is at the stage of  entry into the Eu ro pean and world market 
system. This  factor cannot be ignored. The Leningrad region is, the-
oretically, at the intersection of  enormous cash flows that  will affect 
us, if  we are able to create a decent complex of  ports. . . .  Our ports 
 will be able to bring one and a half  billion dollars a year. In this situ-
ation, it would be wise to talk of  the national idea, [that is,] an eco-
nomic one.28

Gustov embraced the neoliberal idea as a formative theme of  the nation. For 
him, national identification was a  thing of  the past— the new national idea 
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must be an economic one. His point of  reference was local— his oblast. But 
his thinking was global, as his aim was to join the Eu ro pean and world econ-
omy. It underlined the devolved sense of  power in Rus sia in the 1990s. An ap-
propriate local national idea was grounded on utilizing the geo graph i cal 
position of  the oblast and its ports that stretched across the Gulf  of  Finland, 
to redirect and enjoy the cross- border flow of  capital. This economic national 
identification forfeited any substantive attachments that  were unique to Rus-
sia. It was a stark manifestation of  the neoliberal discourse of  flexibility. The 
Leningrad region did not need ideas of  national belonging and social affinity. 
What it did require, according to Gustov, was flexibility. It had to adjust itself  
and to flourish from the profits that such be hav ior reaped. It showed that 
 people like Gustov accepted the central place of  flexible economic per for-
mance in the life of  the state and its citizens.

In 1998 Sergey Kirienko, the former Rus sian prime minister who at the time 
of  writing serves as the Deputy Chief  of  Staff  of  the Presidential Administra-
tion, presented a similar vision of  the economy as a Rus sian national idea:

In our country, 61% of  the population— now it’s my favorite figure— 
are  people who do not need state paternalism and rely on their own 
means. . . .  It is a very significant change in consciousness. . . .  In general, 
the idea of  the fatherland does not attract as an all- national [idea]. . . .  I 
believe that a strategy of  national competitive advantages can become 
such an idea.29

Kirienko was proud that Rus sians  were fending for themselves. For him, the 
state, nation, and fatherland  were  things of  the past. He was a new neoliberal 
Rus sian who looked to the  future and believed in making his own fortune. The 
nation, for him, was an enterprise that should have “competitive advantages.” 
This was an economic logic, which envisioned society as a series of  monetary 
exchanges rather than a nation tied in unbreakable blood brotherhood. Na-
tional attachments  were quantifiable and changeable— they  were not based on 
blood, religion, history, or language but on the ability to compete in the  free 
market. This vision exhibited a high level of  inclusiveness— anybody who could 
compete effectively could become part of  the national group— yet it also 
created a dislocation, for if  somebody could not compete flexibly, he or she 
was out.

A diff er ent approach to the economy as a national idea was published in 
Izvestia in August 1998. Rustam Afidjamov, an Azerbaijani- born Rus sian jour-
nalist, wrote about the role of  the  middle class in Rus sia’s national idea. He 
referred to it in Rus sian as midl (a Rus sian pronunciation of  the En glish word 
 middle). He reminisced about his experiences as a young person in the 



late- Soviet period— having to drive from one place to another to obtain a cof-
fee machine. The long drive in a Soviet Zhiguli car to the big city with his 
friends from the Komsomol, a Communist youth organ ization, was cold. 
Since then, he had come up in life and was making an honest living. This, in 
his opinion, was his way to identify with Rus sia and as a Rus sian. He wrote:

I did not become a bandit and a swindler. I tried to pay taxes and staff  
salaries. I  really worked very hard to save up for an apartment and a 
warm car. I became “Midl.”  Because this is the ideology of  the  middle 
class: a  little envy and a lot of  work for the coffee machine and an elec-
tric iron. Maybe this is the national idea—to live normally, to envy and 
work. To earn and consume.30

Afidjamov’s idea of  national belonging revolved around a microeconomy and 
consumption culture. He outlined an inclusive, open- ended type of  belonging—
a banal experience, which was expressed in everyday practices. Furthermore, 
he revealed that in Rus sia, as in other neoliberal socie ties, identification was 
often expressed through consumerism.

National Ideas in the Open- Ended Polylogue

Apart from the economy as an expression of  national identification, other texts 
suggested a plurality of  themes and ideas, which  were in line with trends in the 
globalized era. Some suggested universal values ( human rights, common sense, 
and Rus sia as a nation of  ideas) or specific activities (sports and films). This poly-
logue charted a new inclusive and adjustable experience that started to pre sent 
the contours of  late modern Rus sian national identification— fluid Rus sianness.

Many authors tried to create a  mental bridge between the Soviet past and 
Rus sia’s con temporary realities. They suggested ideas and themes from the 
Soviet past that could have been appropriated in post- Soviet Rus sia to re create 
continuity of  identity. For instance, in 1996 Izvestia published an article on the 
Rus sian understanding of  common senses (zdravyy smysl):

[In the Soviet Union] ordinary  people . . .  simply ceased to regard for-
mal laws that  were contrary to common sense [zdravyy smysl]. And cre-
ated a shadow rule of  law, a shadow code of  life, based not on  legal 
norms, but on the norms of  common sense. . . .  It was the most impor-
tant, if  not the final, victory over the doctrine. . . .  Moral consciousness, 
enlightened patriotism and private economic interest— the three com-
ponents of  the  people’s ideology . . .  What  else to look for, if  the for-
mula is already suggested by the national ideology of  Rus sian life?31
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This text titled “ There is a national idea” connects the late- Soviet and the post- 
Soviet period. The sociologist Alexei Yurchak noted that in the late- Soviet 
period  people ceased to follow state ideology yet did not resist it. They lived 
alongside the Soviet doctrine. They expressed their belonging to the large com-
munity of  the unaffiliated and apo liti cal individuals in the term normal’ny che-
lovek (a normal person)— somebody who is neither ideological nor a dissident.32 
Normal’ny chelovek lived according to the shadow rule of  law and what is de-
scribed  here as common sense (zdravyy smysl). They continued to perform 
their duties as Soviet citizens but did not ascribe ideological content to this 
per for mance. The text from Izvestia argues that this set of  values, an inclusive- 
centrist approach to identification, continued to serve as a core unifying idea 
in the post- Soviet period. This is strongly linked to Afidjamov’s article about 
the ideology of  the  middle class, or as he calls it, the midl. Such a banal iden-
tification allowed a practical way to identify with post- Soviet Rus sia, to fit in 
with the new economic and social circumstances, and at the same time to re-
instate continuity of  identity and ontological security.

Another attempt to reinstate the continuity of  identity was through the re-
membrance of  the victory in the Second World War as a central idea around 
which the national collective could unite. In 1997, the publicist and current 
member of  the Moscow city Duma Yevgeny Bunimowich wrote in Novaya 
Gazeta: “Is this [victory] not the phantom pain, phantom memory, that . . .  is 
the national idea?”33 Bunimowich suggested that the continuity of  identity 
could be reinstated via the memory of  the Second World War, which in the 
Soviet Union, at least since 1965, was molded into the Soviet metanarrative 
that underscored unity for a righ teous cause.34 The magnitude of  devastation 
caused by the war was as close as pos si ble to a national, all- encompassing ex-
perience of  tragedy. Bunimowich was bringing back to the fore this inclusive 
sense of  unity where loss made sense and had an outlet— the greatest victory 
in the  battle of  good against evil.

Fluid Rus sianness and Nikita Mikhalkov

In 1998, the famous Rus sian filmmaker Nikita Mikhalkov, who in the 1990s 
became one of  the most vocal commentators on national identification, de-
scribed his take on Rus sianness. In the interview, he revealed central axes 
around which Rus sian national identification was discussed in the 1990s. He 
began with the discourse of  loss and stressed the prevailing disappointment 
with freedom and liberal democracy, stating: “Freedom! And what to do with 
it? Do not  really know.”35



Mikhalkov also shared his terminological distinctions between nationalism 
and patriotism, putting forward an inclusive multiethnic agenda for Rus sia:

What distinguishes patriotism from nationalism? Nationalism is when 
self- affirmation is pressing on someone  else, and you love at the expense 
of  another. Patriotism is when you love and do not interfere with an-
other’s love to his [country]. I have schi [traditional Rus sian soup] and 
you chebureki [Central Asian pastries]. And you have matzo [Jewish un-
leavened bread] and you Shashlyk[Caucasian barbecue]. Tell me how you 
make it.36

He went on to explain the importance of  religion and attachment to the land 
in his vision of  Rus sianness:

I am convinced that Orthodoxy is the foundation of  our country.  Because 
 here the majority is Orthodox Christians. But one day near Nizhny 
Novgorod I got to a Tatar village. [ There I saw] birch trees, a field— and 
a mosque. . . .  Somehow it is strange to see a mosque in the  middle of  
the Rus sian landscape! . . .  [I ask,] How long [did the] Tatars live  here? 
Eight hundred years, they respond. That’s it! My question was removed 
forever. If  for  people who practice Islam, this landscape is native— this 
river,  these fish, this birch, this field— they grew up  here, how can I think 
that  these  people do not fit into my landscape? They fit, simply  because 
they are my  brothers.37

Mikhalkov concluded his vision: “For me, the national idea is to have a rea-
son, the ability and the basis upon which to recover the dignity of  the state 
[vernut’ strane dostoinstvo].”38 This text was diff er ent since Mikhalkov, unlike 
the authors quoted  earlier, was aspiring to a semiofficial ideological and po-
liti cal position in society and considering entering politics. Mikhalkov expressed 
several popu lar themes in the media discourse. First, he connected with the 
discourse of  loss, underlining the widely felt disappointment granted by lib-
eral democracy, due to the sense of  loss that it brought about. Second, he 
tapped into Soviet terminology and made a distinction between nationalism 
and patriotism. By  doing so, he made his vision accessible to the wider public 
and circumvented the discourse of  national ideology as a dangerous periph-
ery, which viewed nationalism as an aggressive ideology. Patriotism, accord-
ing to Mikhalkov, was supposedly a pacified ideology that envisioned an 
inclusive nation, where one’s love of  country did not impinge on the feelings 
of   others. His views firmly tied Rus sian identification to the multiethnic com-
position of  the state. Mikhalkov called for an inclusive, banal patriotism that 
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was expressed in everyday practices. For him, belonging was expressed in such 
 simple  things as food, living side by side, loving the same landscapes, and be-
ing proud of  the Rus sian state. Third, this identification was also underpinned 
by certain historical and cultural constants, as he was convinced that Ortho-
dox Chris tian ity played an impor tant role in Rus sia.

Mikhalkov’s inclusive approach of  belonging demonstrated that by the end 
of  the first de cade of  Rus sian in de pen dence, Rus sian identification was starting 
to take shape in the direction of  fluid Rus sianness. Yet his bottom- line defini-
tion of  the Rus sian national idea— “to recover the dignity of  the state [vernut’ 
strane dostoinstvo]”— showed that his inclusive Rus sian identification could 
turn aggressive. Although Mikhalkov spoke in very general terms, this com-
ment suggested that his vision could easily be used to justify forceful action.

The discourse surrounding the search for a national idea reflected the new 
national experience that was forming in Rus sia. Rus sia entered the globalized 
late modern context, which became the relevant framework for considering 
national identification in Rus sia, mainly through economic themes. At the 
same time, it was marked by the desire to create continuity of  identity by re-
membering Soviet historical events, such as the victory in the Second World 
War. It was also supplemented with specific ethnic ele ments, such as Ortho-
dox Chris tian ity, which tied  people to a par tic u lar Rus sian national experience. 
As Mikhalkov’s comment showed, however, the aggressiveness that had started 
to appear in the polylogue in 1993 was also pre sent. By 1999 a full- blown ag-
gressive discourse of  war was emerging.

the Discourse of War in yugo slavia
At the turn of  the millennium, the war in Yugo slavia and NATO’s bombings 
of  Belgrade, gave rise to a belligerent discourse on national identification 
among the Rus sian po liti cal elite. Rus sian politicians from vari ous parties re-
acted aggressively to the bombing of  the Serbian capital, flagging Russian- 
Serbian kinship based on Slavic origins. The Duma, dominated by Zhirinovsky’s 
nationalistic Liberal Demo cratic Party of  Rus sia (LDPR) and Zyuganov’s Com-
munists, pushed for a Rus sian military intervention and concurrently applied 
po liti cal pressure on Yeltsin and tried to impeach him. Yeltsin came  under seri-
ous pressure to respond. He, in turn, threatened the United States with war in 
Eu rope, should they deploy ground troops.39 His remarks raised concerns for 
the first time since the end of  the Cold War about the possibility of  a nuclear 
exchange.40



The Rus sian media elite resisted this discourse. They reverted to the dis-
course of  nationalism as a dangerous periphery and presented its danger as a 
potential tool for po liti cal rallying. In April 1999, Izvestia wrote:

Yugo slav hysteria clearly demonstrated that national myths are easily 
converted into profitable electoral slogans. This awakened [feeling], 
which is erroneously called “national consciousness,” can erode from the 
Rus sian brain the remnants of  common sense [zdravogo smysla] and be-
come dangerous for the health of  the nation, the po liti cal system and 
the economy. . . .  Now for the sake of  uniting the nation and for avoid-
ing impeachment, the regime is ready for anything. And this “anything” 
suddenly fits the dominant public mood— Serb- brothers against bastards- 
NATO- Americans. . . .  This is the national idea.41

The “awakened” national mood was rejected by Izvestia and was described as a 
negative and fake show of  unity achieved by creating an external  enemy. They 
accused the po liti cal elite of  manipulation, geared  toward winning elections or 
avoiding impeachment. They also depicted this mood as irrational and danger-
ous to the inclusive values that define the “health of  the nation”— common 
sense, which was also viewed as a pos si ble national characteristic, as well as the 
demo cratic po liti cal system and free- market economy. All of  this had been sac-
rificed, according to Izvestia, to suit the public mood and serve the populist 
dichotomy of  “us- brothers” against “them- bastards.”  Here newspapers  were 
already bound to report from the center and could not position that nationalis-
tic mood on the outskirts of  the country and society. By 1999 the center of  the 
nation had been influenced by an “erroneous national consciousness.”

 These new aggressive expressions might be seen as a divergence from the 
flexible and inclusive identifications that had been described in the discourse 
of  the national idea and charted the contours of  fluid Rus sianness. Billig ob-
served, however, that flexible, inclusive, and banal identification in Western 
democracies did not mean that  these identifications always remained pacified. 
The tendency of  Western democracies to view violent outbursts of  national-
ism as confined to peripheries was a fallacy. In fact, unifying the nation in 
times of  war and conflict continued to have an appeal in late modern liberal 
democracies. As Billig noted: “Crises, such as the Falkland, or the Gulf  Wars, 
infect a sore spot, causing bodily fevers: the symptoms are an inflamed rhe-
toric and an outbreak of  ensigns.”42 In Rus sia, the war in Yugo slavia served as 
a reminder that even if  Rus sians  were adjusting to the globalized late modern 
world, the unifying power of  identification with the national group through 
war was still strong.
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a late modern Rus sian Discourse
During the de cade between 1989 and 1999, the discourse on Rus sian national 
identification underwent a remarkable change. From an almost complete re-
jection of  national ideas in the early 1990s, by 1999 Rus sian national identifi-
cation had become a widely discussed topic with aggressive nuances. The initial 
rejection of  national ideas as peripheral and dangerous grew into a sense of  
national loss and dislocation, with calls for the national identity to be fixed and 
remedied. The discourse surrounding a search for a national idea was an an-
swer to  those calls and an attempt to have a  free and wide- ranging polylogue 
on what it meant to be Rus sian in post- Soviet and late modern times. It charted 
the  counters of  fluid Rus sianness and showed preferences for inclusive ideas 
and flexible identities that could fit with the new globalized times. Moreover, 
it showed an interest in specifically Rus sian features, like the Rus sian Ortho-
dox Church, which anchored the free- flowing sense of  Rus sianness. But as the 
de cade drew to a close, Rus sian society was reminded that flexible identifica-
tions  were no guarantee for a pacified discourse. The war in Yugo slavia awak-
ened an aggressive and divisive po liti cal discourse in Rus sia, which was not 
 going away.

By August 1999, Rus sia had a new prime minister, Vladimir Putin, who 
marked the beginning of  a new phase in the debate on national identification 
in the Rus sian media. Since 2000, the debate had intensified, and Rus sian na-
tional identification became one of  the most visited themes in the Rus sian me-
dia. Interestingly, many ideas raised in the discourse from 1996 onward had 
been picked up in the 2000s by the new regime in the Kremlin. They  were 
turned into pillars of  the resurgent authorial voice and the government dis-
course on national identification.
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In August 1999 Yeltsin explained his choice to ap-
point Vladimir Putin as prime minister: “I have de cided to name this person, 
who is, in my opinion, able to consolidate society. . . .  He  will be able to unite 
around himself   those who are to renew  Great Rus sia in the new twenty first 
 century.”1 Unifying and renewing Rus sia became Putin’s main stated task. For 
this purpose, Putin strove to divert the media discourse from the metanarra-
tive of  flexibility to a government- led discourse of  stability. This effort aimed 
to put an end to the period of  transition and to the feelings of  dislocation and 
loss that it had brought about. A stable and unified national identity was meant 
to be an impor tant remedy for the perceived and real losses during the 1990s. 
To change the metanarrative, the Kremlin began an aggressive campaign to 
change media power relations— from a  free press to a government- controlled 
and obedient sector.  These policies had only partial success, however, reveal-
ing the strengths and weakness of  the Kremlin’s efforts, as well as the limita-
tion of  controlling media discourse in the late modern era.

This chapter  will analyze texts from the liberal Novaya Gazeta, as well as 
Izvestia, which from 2003  adopted the government line. Due to the growing 
role of  tele vi sion in Rus sia in the 2000s, it  will also investigate broadcasts of  
the talk show Poyedinok, which was broadcast on Rus sian Channel 1 (formally 
K bar’yeru! on NTV), hosted by Vladimir Solovyov. Solovyov started as a lib-
erally leaning media personality, but over the years he turned into one of  the 
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most fervent supporters of  the Kremlin, and his show became a tool for the 
development and dissemination of  government discourse.

putin’s Quest for power and the Discourse of War
Putin’s rise to power relied on the unifying power of  war within Rus sia’s bor-
ders—in Chechnya. Putin’s appointment as prime minister coincided with the 
serious deterioration of  the situation in Chechnya, when Chechen separatists 
invaded the neighboring republic of  Dagestan. Putin de cided on a swift and 
forceful course of  action to repel the Chechen fighters.  There  were many the-
ories, some of  which  were substantiated, that suggested that Putin’s inter-
vention in Chechnya was planned to help him consolidate his hold over the 
government and to boost his leadership.2 Although Putin’s intentions may 
never be revealed, it is impor tant to note that in 1999 Putin had to work hard 
to win the support of  the Rus sian public and Rus sian elites, and the war in 
Chechnya was an impor tant ele ment in his quest.

The Rus sian media responded negatively to Putin’s rallying. It resonated 
with the discourse of  the national idea as a dangerous endeavor, which was 
dominant in its recent reporting on the war in Yugo slavia. It depicted Putin’s 
war in Chechnya as a po liti cal game, fought for his personal po liti cal gains. In 
November 1999, Izvestia published the following text:

Rus sia needs a new national ideology— the Prime Minister said on 
Wednesday. . . .  [He] noted the indisputable: the old ideology has been 
destroyed, and the new has not been created— “We have a lot to offer in 
terms of  ideology. It should be based on patriotism in its best sense.” . . .  
But somehow . . .  [the] appeal to patriotism was [caused by] the explo-
sions in Buinaksk, Moscow, Volgodonsk3 and the fear of  their recur-
rence. . . .  Unfortunately,  there is almost never a rise of  patriotic 
consciousness without an image of  the  enemy. . . .  However, while the 
Prime Minister has the backing support of  favorable public opinion, it 
sharply differs from the mood in the West. But Putin withheld the at-
tack [and] . . .  made it clear that he was not  going to listen to teacher- 
like conversations with the West . . .  anti- Caucasian and anti- Western 
sentiment— the solid alloy from which the shields and swords for elec-
toral stadia are forged  today.4

In this article, the main tenets of  Putin’s introduction of  a new nationally in-
fused po liti cal agenda  were fleshed out. It noted that Putin was on a quest for 
a new ideology, to replace the debunked communist one. Putin’s ideology was 
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based on “patriotism in its best sense”— resonating Soviet typology of  posi-
tive patriotism versus negative nationalism. But the author contrasted Putin’s 
claims with his own understanding of  the situation— that Putin’s appeal was 
not based on constructive feelings of  belonging, but on fear disseminated by 
the terrorist attacks on apartment blocks in Buinaksk, Moscow, and Volgograd 
and by creation of  an image of  the  enemy, be it Caucasian or Western. Ac-
cording to this article, anti- Western and anti- Caucasian sentiments  were the 
two pillars of  Putin’s national ideological orientation and quest for public sup-
port. This article underlined an impor tant point— the reciprocal nature of  
the relationship between Putin and the public. Putin did not impose his own 
ideas, but provided ideological and emotional outlets for existing exigencies.5

The appeal of  war was one such exigency that the Rus sian public craved, 
before Putin introduced it. The sample of  media clippings used in the previ-
ous chapter and in this one showed that the national rallying around war be-
gan approximately six months before the war in Chechnya when it focused 
on Yugo slavia. The close timing and similar discursive patterns of  the two are-
nas (Yugo slavia and Chechnya)  were instructive of  the Rus sian public’s mood 
at the end of  the previous millennium. Politicians  were using aggressive na-
tional rhe toric and the Rus sian public, generally, responded favorably. The me-
dia, in both cases, resisted the trend.  There is no evidence that Putin or his 
advisors de cided to focus his prime ministership on Chechnya following the 
debate on Yugo slavia. But the Rus sian public’s receptiveness to the rhe toric 
around Yugo slavia may have helped them see the popu lar appeal of  a military 
campaign. This reciprocal relationship with audiences became one of  the most 
impor tant characteristics of  the government- backed discourse, which was 
highly reflexive and receptive. In the Chechen campaign, Putin harnessed sup-
port by providing the public with what they had seemed to desire— a strong 
flagging of  the nation through military means in which identification could 
be crystallized. In this episode, Putin for the first time played the role of  a na-
tional facilitator.

This did not mean that  there was no objective security prob lem in Chech-
nya and that the intervention served purely po liti cal ends. On the contrary, 
Chechnya became volatile before Putin was appointed prime minister and des-
ignated successor to Yeltsin. Hence, it is completely pos si ble that the Chechen 
campaign would have taken place even without Putin at the helm. Yet the ral-
lying, the intensive publicity, the language used, and the national and po liti cal 
argumentations to justify this campaign, all demonstrate that the military op-
eration in Chechnya was packaged to fit a specific public need for a strong 
sense of  national unity.
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the Introduction of the Discourse of stability  
and the authorial voice
As in other cases of  rallying around a conflict,  after a while the heightened 
mood calmed down. National identification went back to being flagged from 
time to time, and expressed in more banal ways. Although the war on terror-
ism and other flagging of  war themes continued, the media discourse started 
to feature the new government- backed ‘discourse of  stability’ and the govern-
ment’s authorial voice. Yet this discourse appropriated themes from the post-
1996 discourse and continued to feature the experience of  fluid Rus sianness.

A very strong theme of  national identification was, very much like in the 
1990s, the economy as a unifying national endeavor. In April 2000 Izvestia ran 
the following commentary, under lying the importance of  the economy for Pu-
tin’s unifying mea sures:

Vladimir Putin is excited. The results of  the first quarter are so blissful 
that the president- elect spoke about the Rus sian economy with delight, 
using the most flattering epithets. Economic growth, which according 
to official results amounted in the first quarter to more than 9 per cent, 
was called by the head of  state “stable,” “good” and “enormous” . . .  If  
the latter definition is fully consistent with the truth, and the second -  
only partially, and the first is an obvious exaggeration . . .  Nevertheless, 
economic growth becomes the main [issue] for Putin’s ideology and na-
tional idea, and a criterion for the efficiency of  officials . . .  6

Although this article was part of  the forming counter- discourse to the gov-
ernment’s discourse of  stability (Putin’s efforts  were doubted and belittled), it 
is an impor tant text for understanding the contours of  the new government 
discourse. For Putin, economic growth was focal point around which he could 
harness popu lar support. First, the economy as a national idea was already a 
popu lar sub- discourse from mid-1990s. However, in the government- backed 
discourse of  stability the economy played a diff er ent role from the 1990s dis-
course. In the 1990s, the economy was part of  the neoliberal globalized  free 
market, which was unpredictable and needed constant elasticity on the part 
of  the individuals, as expressed in the discourse of  flexibility. Putin’s thinking 
inferred a modernist approach that if  the economy was run effectively, it would 
lead to stability. By  doing so the government- backed discourse subverted the 
theme of  economy into a new context, where Rus sia would be experienced 
as a “stable” entity, in contrast to the transition period of  the 1990s.

Putin attached the idea of  a successful economy to the idea of  efficient gov-
ernment. Efficiency and effectiveness became central points. This was Putin’s 
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promise to the Rus sian  people—an effectively controlled state that was ruled 
by pragmatic laws with a foreseeable outcome. This image of  stability and ef-
fectiveness which was generated from the discourse on the economy tran-
scended the economic context and became a defining feature of  po liti cal and 
social life, and the heart of  the discourse of  stability. Peter Pomerantsev, a Brit-
ish journalist of  Rus sian origins, remarked in his book Nothing is True and 
Every thing is Pos si ble that the image of  the President, as developed by Putin, 
was that of  an “effective man ag er.”7 The term effective was placed at the cen-
ter of  the discourse, closely linked to the term stable. Pomerantsev wrote: “ ’Ef-
fective’ becomes the raison d’être for every thing . . .  ‘Our relationship is not 
effective’ lovers tell each other when they break up.”8 Putin expressed  these 
ideas in an interview to Izvestia in July 2000: “In Rus sia,  there is shortage of  
effective state power— that’s a fact . . .  As a result . . .  we have, perhaps, the fre-
est society— unfortunately, even  free from law, order and morality . . .  Yes, 
 there is a favorable external environment, which we use . . .  But  there is an-
other [ thing]— consistent, per sis tent and deliberate actions of  the state . . .”9

This abstract reveals the logical chain  behind the government’s discourse. 
First, the previous Rus sian government had suffered from loss of  effectiveness. 
By  doing so Putin tapped into the well- established and popu lar discourse of  
loss. Second, he underlined the popu lar causal link between the failure of  the 
state system and liberal values. This focused the attention on the consequences 
of  late modernity of  freedom that leads to insecurity. This linkage was power-
ful  because it revealed a real shortcoming of  the late modern system, where 
freedom was not always a pleasant experience and often led to a sense of  loss. 
It made it easier for Putin to argue that freedom was not necessarily a good 
 thing and law and order  were more impor tant to society. Putin also linked up 
morality with law and order. This was a response to early claims that his vi-
sion lacked spirituality, as an integral part of  Rus sian national identification. 
He signaled that he was not merely a pragmatist who was implementing ma-
jor domestic reforms, but also an ideologue who cared about the morality of  
the  people. Last, Putin defied claims that Rus sia’s economic growth was due 
to  factors unrelated to his efforts— specifically rising oil prices. He stressed that 
the state was reassuming its responsibilities through “consistent, per sis tent and 
deliberate” activity.

Many parts of  the interview addressed national identification. For exam-
ple, the interviewer asked which social forces supported Putin. His answer was 
a highly inclusive one— “The multinational Rus sian  people (Rossiyskiy 
narod) . . .”10 This answer signaled that he did not reject Yeltsin’s civic approach 
and referred to Rus sia’s multinational composition and identity. He implied that 
 there was no fundamental change in the approach to national identification, as 
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was also seen in citizenship legislation, where Putin never tried to insert an 
ethnic clause for eligibility, and that  there would be no ethnic or other ideo-
logical re orientation.

Putin concluded the interview by tying national ideology and unity to his 
reforms’ success: “I am convinced that now the outlines of  a new national ide-
ology are already determined. If  the society, the  people,  will be willing to 
follow basic common objectives— this  will mean the success of  the reforms 
that are underway.”11 This interview outlined the basics of  the government’s 
discourse of  stability: Putin would reinstate a strong state, while he would not 
diverge from the civic model of  national identification. He asked the Rus sian 
 people to give up some of  their freedoms and unite  behind him so that he 
could stabilize Rus sia and lead it to success.

the old- new anthem and the performative shift
A similar dynamic of  discourse of  stability and counter- discourse by media 
elites was manifested in the debate around the Rus sian anthem, which also 
revealed the deeper meanings of  the transformation in the discourse on Rus-
sian national identification. Since 1990 the Rus sian anthem was a melody by 
the nineteenth- century composer Mikhail Glinka, called Patriotic Song. In 2000 
Putin proposed to reconsider the Patriotic Song as a national anthem. He set 
up a working group that looked into several options— devising lyr ics for the 
‘Patriotic Song’ melody; choosing a new anthem; or reinstating the Soviet an-
them with new words.12 Putin was reported to  favor the last option from the 
outset. This was the option that the working group chose, and it was  adopted 
by a Presidential Decree in December 2000.13 The Unbreakable Union, which 
had been the Soviet Union’s anthem for 46 years, was reintroduced as the new 
anthem with lyr ics re- written by the original writer, Sergey Mikhalkov ( father 
of  the film- maker Nikita Mikhalkov). The pro cess leading to this decision 
sparked a heated public debate.

In October 2000 Novaya Gazeta published the following:

Excited like a schoolboy, Nikita Mikhalkov describes on tele vi sion the new 
version of  the national idea, the search for which he was engaged in for 
several years now. It turned out  there is not one idea, but two. And 
both are good. Just now Nikita Ser ge ye vich delivered them to the Presi-
dent in the Kremlin, and now he shares them with us. The first idea— 
Orthodoxy . . .  The second idea—even better. It [is] expressed, by chance, 
(and even twice—in the 1930s and 1970s) by a close relative of  Nikita 
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Ser ge ye vich— Sergei Vladimirovich Mikhalkov. To quote the famous di-
rector and caring son:—And I told the President that he [his  father], if  
asked to do so,  will not refuse to write the national anthem once more . . .14

Novaya Gazeta, a liberal publication generally averse to discussions of  national 
ideology and re introduction of  ele ments from the Soviet past, took a particu-
larly critical stance. The text belittled Mikhalkov and his efforts in the field of  
national ideology. The article used satirical style to ridicule Mikhalkov’s idea 
and referred to him as “excited schoolboy.” His idea, besides orthodoxy, was 
to allow his  father, Sergei Mikhalkov, the writer of  the original Soviet anthem, 
to write the new lyr ics for the reintroduced anthem. Novaya Gazeta defined 
this as self- serving, and an attempt to acquire the sympathy of  the new presi-
dent. The article refers to the fact that Sergei Mikhalkov wrote the anthem 
twice, once in the 1940s, when the lyr ics  were edited personally by Stalin, and 
once more in the 1970s when the references to Stalin  were removed. This draws 
a parallel between Soviet times and Putin’s Rus sia, when the Mikhalkovs,  father 
and son, offered their creative ser vices to ingratiate themselves with the 
regime.

Last, Novaya Gazeta brought up a stylistic impor tant point: “ Under the Bol-
sheviks  people lived [in] perelitsovkoy [remaking of  objects/ideas] . . .  Putin 
and his love for the masquerade . . .  revived perelitsovka as a style. It is  because 
this is what he was taught in the KGB, and, apparently,  because he does not 
have his own ideas. But something needs to be done . . .”15 This article noted 
that Putin revived a certain style that was common in Soviet times. However, 
they dismissed it as a shallow populist move that could not have real bearing 
on Rus sian society (“something needs to be done”). The re introduction of  the 
Soviet anthem was indeed popu lar in the public, and even Yeltsin criticized Pu-
tin for “following the mood of  the  people” in this issue, rather than promot-
ing his own agenda.16 Novaya Gazeta and Yeltsin saw the re introduction of  the 
Soviet anthem as a response to the growing nostalgia and heightened nation-
alistic mood, and underestimated the importance of  this move.

However, the move signified a deeper symbolic shift and in fact began a pro-
cess of  reconciliation of  diff er ent parts of  Rus sian history and ac cep tance of  
continuity from Soviet times.17 It was part of  Putin’s ideological quest for sta-
bility and normalization and as British historian Richard Sakwa puts it, an 
“attempt to reconcile the vari ous phases of  Rus sian history, especially over the 
last  century.”18 The anthem was  adopted into a law together with two other 
national symbols— the national emblem (the double- headed imperial ea gle) 
and the three- color national flag.  These symbols represented both imperial and 
post- Soviet Rus sian history— thus linking between the three historical periods. 
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Putin commented that the old- new anthem was “an impor tant indication that 
we fi nally managed to bridge the disparity between past and pre sent.”19

In this framework, the subtext of  Novaya Gazeta’s comment about Putin’s 
KGB past, as a man who could not be trusted, was useless. Putin spoke openly 
about his past in the Soviet Union’s security ser vices. Not only was Putin proud 
of  his own ser vice, many of  the  people he brought to power  were his former 
KGB colleagues, the Siloviki.20 This was a source of  pride in his personal So-
viet history that allowed  others to take pride in their Soviet history and to re-
construct continuity of  identity. The re introduction of  the anthem encouraged 
Rus sians to take pride in the Soviet past, such as the Soviet victory in the 
 Great Patriotic War, when the first version of  the Unbreakable Union was 
introduced.21 This was not a  simple lapse back into old patterns, but a coping 
mechanism for the difficulties that  were posed by both the collapse of  the 
Soviet social order and the new social circumstances of  flexibility, where iden-
tities  were less well- defines. Putin was helping Rus sians to reproduce continuity 
of  identity and to restore ontological security.

The return of  Soviet perelitsovka, which was mentioned in the Novaya Gazeta 
article in connection to the new anthem, signaled another deep change in Rus-
sia. It was a restoration of  Soviet discursive techniques that had  shaped power 
relations in society in the late- Soviet period. Yurchak noted that  after the 1950s 
the Soviet discourse experienced hypernormalisation. It became increasingly 
fixed and underwent a shift in which “the performative dimension took pre-
ce dence.”22 This allowed actors to have power delegated to them once they 
reproduced “in form acts and utterances of  ideology.”23 In the Soviet times this 
meant that as long as  people spoke using certain terms in certain contexts, the 
power of  the authorities was bestowed on them and they could go on in their 
daily tasks— managing employees at the workplace, conducting youth club 
Komsomol gatherings, and speaking in public. Putin’s perelitsovka of  the an-
them, the use of  the old tune, created the per for mance of  a  great state with a 
glorious history.

Putin reproduced this discursive style that was familiar in Rus sia and was 
easily absorbed by society. For example, using terms such as effective and sta-
ble would make  people feel secure and part of  the in- group. This hypernor-
malized language and made interactions in the society more predictable. By 
reintroducing this style, Putin was bridging and reconciling not only between 
diff er ent phases of  Rus sian history, but also between diff er ent historically 
contingent discursive styles. As the next several sections in this chapter  will 
show,  these discursive techniques  were used in new ways. They  were adapted 
for the new post- Soviet era and became ever more sophisticated over Putin’s 
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years in power, revealing their potency as po liti cal tools, as well as their 
limitations.

the kremlin’s new media tools
In 2002 an Izvestia article outlined the new po liti cal discourse in Rus sia and its 
constitutive ele ments and the place of  the media in its dissemination:

The population, including the intelligent sia (or “intellectual elite”), is so 
tired of  politicians that with the greatest plea sure it is watching on tele-
vi sion endless football, hockey, boxing,  etc . . .  They interpret the signals 
coming from the authorities in their own way, assuming that the Uva-
rov triad “Orthodoxy, Autocracy, Nationality”  will be reformulated and 
transformed into a “Vertical of  Power, Sport, Orthodoxy.” The govern-
ment tests the state ideology specifically on TV. And soon on the sixth 
button [of  the remote control] we  will be shown what the national idea 
actually looks like and  whether it provides the answer to all pos si ble 
questions or just for one: “what’s the score?”24

This snappy text underlined that Putin’s construction of  national identifica-
tion had captured the attention of  the Rus sian population, including the in-
tellectuals. The newspaper even likened it to the so- called official nationality 
which was formulated as early as the 1830–40s by the Minister of  Education 
of  Nicholas I, Sergey Uvarov. This sent a message to the reading audience, 
which was familiar with Uvarov’s triad and the historical context of  Nicholas 
I’s reign, which signified Rus sian conservatism. In its reincarnation, the triad 
mixed between such serious themes as the Federal center’s governance, dubbed 
as vertical of  power and Christian Orthodox religion, and trivial lay themes 
of  sports.

But most importantly, the text underlined the Kremlin’s campaign to as-
sert control over the media and specifically over tele vi sion, which was under-
way since 2000. The sixth button mentioned in the text was TV-6, a 
Moscow- based tele vi sion channel, owned by the oligarch Boris Berezovsky that 
was shut down in January 2002. Its license was given to a sports tele vi sion chan-
nel and when viewers turned on their tele vi sions, instead of  TV-6 they discov-
ered sports programs.25 Izvestia itself  came  under increased pressure from the 
Kremlin to align with the government, threatened to lose its name, which was 
supposedly a state- owned brand. In March 2002 (a month  after the above 
quoted text was published) Putin visited the newspaper’s office together with 
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his Media Minister Lesin, who was notorious for his creative mea sures to 
 exert po liti cal and economic pressure as tools to subvert media outlets.26 
 After the visit the newspaper shifted the editorial line  towards pro- Kremlin 
reporting.

The Kremlin’s takeover the media began in 2000–2001 when the state- 
owned Gazprom took over the NTV channel, Rus sia’s most professional TV 
channel, and dismissed its editor- in- chief, Yevgeny Kiselev.27 These events sig-
nified a shift in power relations between the media and the government that 
had far reaching consequences on the development of  language. The nature 
of  this shift was discussed on April 3, 2001 during an emergency televised sit-
in moderated by Kiselev.28 He asked the audience: “what would Rus sia look 
like  after NTV?”29 Historian Yuri Afanasiev, referred to Putin’s address to the 
Federal Assembly, which focused on the terms stability and effectiveness: “If  
we take what is being said as the departing point, namely that stabilization was 
achieved and now  there is gradual pro gress . . .  this false starting point . . .  can 
only gain foothold without such phenomena as NTV. . . .  In one way this is a 
lie, in another way it is perfidy (verolomsvo).”30 This was an impor tant distinc-
tion between lies and the much stronger Rus sian word of  verolomsvo, imply-
ing consciously undermining someone’s trust, acting in bad faith, and 
perpetrating deceit. Lillia Shevtsova, a Rus sian social scientist noted: “I think 
that we are entering the period of  imitation— imitation of  parties, of  NTV, 
imitation of  a strong state.”31 Indeed, perfidy (verolomsvo) and imitation, which 
are also closely related to the term of  perelitsovka that was mentioned in the 
2001 Novaya Gazeta article,  were impor tant discursive techniques that  were 
used to shape po liti cal discourse and to manage po liti cal real ity.

Fluid Rus sianness and Government Discourse

Before this chapter proceeds into an investigation of  the Kremlin’s new dis-
cursive techniques, this section  will pre sent a few media clippings of  the con-
tinued evolution of  fluid Rus sianness in the government’s discourse of  stability. 
 These exemplify the variety of  themes that circulated in the Rus sian media, 
reflecting an inclusive identification with supplementing ethnic ele ments.

In 2003, Putin met with university students, winners of  an essay competi-
tion themed “My home, my city, my country.” He stated: “When an empire 
falls, it is difficult to find a  simple and yet profound idea, which would be able 
to unite the nation above economic, national, ideological, po liti cal and gen-
erational divides. . . .  Perhaps the only idea of  this kind— the real connection 
that would not split society— love for the  mother tongue and involvement in 
the ‘big’ history of  the country through a link with the history of  ‘small.’ ”32
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In this talk, Putin tapped into feelings of  loss in the Rus sian society— the 
fall of  the empire— which caused divide and dislocation throughout society. 
The remedy for that perceived loss, in his opinion, was by underscoring the 
role of  the Rus sian language. The mobilizing power of  Rus sian language was 
both an exclusive and an inclusive ele ment. On the one hand, the Rus sian lan-
guage was an ethnic Rus sian ele ment. By promoting Rus sian as an ele ment 
of  identification with the nation, Putin was embedding ethnic Rus sianness as 
one of  the pillars of  Rus sian national identification. Language, however, was 
in some ways an inclusive ele ment, since command of  the language could be 
acquired and then serve as a path for admission into the national in- group. As 
part of  elevating the Rus sian language as an expression of  identification, in 
2005 the Rus sian government recognized it as the official language of  the Rus-
sian Federation, to ensure the “protection and development of  language 
culture.”33

As part of  the attempts to bridge between the post- Soviet Rus sian  people 
and Rus sia’s history, a new holiday from the Tsarist era was reintroduced to 
the national calendar. In 2005 the government restored a Tsarist- era holiday, 
which was celebrated around November 4.34 This holiday replaced the Anni-
versary of  the October Revolution (November 7, which in 1996 was renamed 
The Day of  Accord and Conciliation). This move is discussed at length in chap-
ter six, but the debate is instructive for the development of  the government’s 
discourse of  stability. In 2004 Novaya Gazeta published an article on this topic: 
“Maybe next year November 7  will be excluded from the holiday calendar. In-
stead, November 4  will be made a holiday -  in memory of  how the Nizhny 
Novgorod merchant Kozma Minin and Prince Dmitry Pozharsky who drove 
the Poles and Lithuanians out of  Moscow in 1612 . . .  Vladislav Surkov said 
that ’we need to create a strong state to build a strong nation.’ And now the 
Rus sian Orthodox Church took the initiative to go back from October 1917 
to November 1612.”35

This text rightly noted that removing the old holiday in  favor of  the new 
Unity Day was a big symbolic step. The decision was part of  a government 
policy to bridge between diff er ent chapters in Rus sian history and to reinstate 
continuity of  identity. This step linked ethnic Rus sian (Russkaya) history with 
post- Soviet civic Rus sian (Rossiskaya) history. The government, with the back-
ing of  the Rus sian Orthodox Church, supplemented the national discourse 
with ethnic ele ments that would express Russianness— the old kingdom’s mil-
itary victory and the Orthodox symbolism of  the state. Importantly, in the 
post- Soviet era, due to a deliberate policy by the Rus sian Orthodox Church, 
Orthodox Chris tian ity became closely associated by the public with ethnic 
Rus sianness.36
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The decision to remove the day that celebrated the 1917 Revolution, how-
ever, had ideational goals that went beyond supplementing national identifi-
cation with ethnic Rus sian themes. It introduced the government’s discourse 
of  stability in relation to national identification. Putin was projecting that post- 
Soviet uncertainty— which was likened to the sixteenth- seventeenth  century 
Time of  Trou bles in Muscovite Rus sia, when Rus sia had no legitimate ruler— 
was over. He signaled that the time of  transition, arguably an ongoing pro-
cess that started with Peter the  Great’s modernization, had also come to an 
end.37 The image of  the 1917 revolution did not fit the discourse of  stability 
and was rejected on the grounds that this was not a desirable form of  po liti-
cal development. Putin’s ideology of  stability, packaged for media consump-
tion by his top aide, Vladislav Surkov, connected between the image of  strong 
state and a strong nation. The vertical of  power, which was meant to increase 
governance was also set as a tool to construct a strong national identity.

Surkov’s Newspeak

In 2006, Surkov introduced another term into the government discourse— 
“sovereign democracy.” Sovereign democracy was an expansion of  the  earlier 
concept of  vertical of  power, which referred to strengthening the state in the 
domestic arena. Sovereign democracy encompassed domestic as well as foreign 
policy themes of  stability. It argued for a diff er ent type of  po liti cal development 
in Russia— one that allowed more powers to the executive domestically and 
was no longer anchored in Western models of  liberal demo cratic transition.

The debate around this term showed the prevalence of  the discursive tech-
niques of  perfidy, imitation and perelitsovka that  were mentioned  earlier. They 
became power ful tools that  were increasingly used in the Rus sian media by 
the government to manage public opinion, and eventually became its pitfall.

In February 2006 Surkov gave a speech titled “Rus sia is an In de pen dent Sub-
ject of  History— Our Rus sian Model of  Democracy is Called Sovereign De-
mocracy.”38 Izvestia, which was already aligned with the government line, 
exemplified the use of  authorial voice, perfidy and imitation to promote the 
idea of  sovereign democracy:

Of  all Eu ro pean values, the idea of  sovereignty— especially sovereignty 
of  the nation- state—[is] the most closely related to the traditional po-
liti cal values of  Rus sia. . . .  In the 1990s  there was no freedom for patriotic- 
minded intellectuals, for  those who  were trying to save the Rus sian culture 
and national identity. . . .  The arrival of  Putin to power in the summer 
of  1999 entailed the restoration of  in de pen dence and sovereignty for 
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 those who like and want to use the ensuing freedom for the blessing of  
Rus sia, for the benefit of  the Rus sian majority, loyal to the Motherland, 
who does not think of  life outside of  it . . .39

This article was not  simple propaganda to legitimize Rus sia’s divergence from 
demo cratic transition, but a sort of  Orwellian newspeak, further deepening 
of  use of  authorial voice, perfidy and imitation. The text manipulated the 
meaning and context of  terms such as value of  freedom and the worth of  lib-
eral democracy. The author claimed that the introduction of  liberal democ-
racy did not bring about freedom, at least not to  those Rus sians who regard 
themselves as “patriotic- minded intellectuals.” Putin, conversely, according to 
the author, gave  those  people the opportunity to use their freedom by restor-
ing in de pen dence and sovereignty. In this text Putin was a true demo crat, who 
strengthened the state and gave back the “Rus sian majority” their rights. This 
article argued that by taking freedom away from  people Putin was freeing 
them. It emptied the terms sovereignty and democracy of  their meaning.

The article showed the manipulation of  po liti cal language in Putin’s Rus-
sia, where argumentation included blurring terms, emptying their original 
meaning, and prioritizing performative ele ments— keeping the trappings of  
democracy, but undermining its system of  values. However,  these techniques 
 were a double- edged sword—it gave the government command over the dis-
course, but it was also made po liti cal debate unstable, or fluid, which was fun-
damentally irreconcilable with its own efforts to increase the sense of  stability. 
 These trends  were even more evident on Rus sian federal tele vi sion, where the 
government focused most of  its attention.

fluid screens— the Rise of the federal tele vi sion
The events around NTV in 2000–2001, described  earlier, exposed a decision 
by the Kremlin to use tele vi sion as its tool of  choice for constructing the au-
thorial voice and delivering the discourse of  stability to the public.40 Tele vi-
sion’s unique features meant that the Kremlin could not simply reintroduce 
Soviet discursive techniques. Soviet techniques  were more appropriate for 
texts— speeches, ritualized conventions or censored and pre- recorded televised 
broadcasts. In post- Soviet Rus sia discourse was produced in live televised 
broadcasts, which required far more innovation and became a new type of  ma-
nipulation where the medium was the message. This section  will turn to 
Vladimir Solovyov’s Poyedinok, which was a prime venue for the development 
of  the new discursive techniques.
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It was intriguing that Putin chose tele vi sion in the first place as an instru-
ment to generate an authorial voice. Tele vi sion is a reflexive tool that is con-
stantly self- conscious and relies on a sender- receiver mechanism.41 Without 
capturing the audience’s attention, televised broadcasts have no meaning. 
Hence, tele vi sion had to remain in ter est ing and entertaining, and Soviet- style 
censorship was out of  the question. Instead, politics  were imitated. Pomer-
antsev recalled a meeting where a po liti cal TV presenter said: “We all know 
 there  will be no real politics. But we have to give our viewers a sense that some-
thing is happening. They have to be kept entertained. . . .  Politics has got to 
feel like . . .  like a movie.”42 In this system the relevant market imperatives of  
tele vi sion  were kept, while a looser (in comparison to Soviet times) system of  
censorship was maintained through levers of  state- owned companies who 
owned the channels, as well as instructions from the presidential administra-
tion to editors, called temniki from the Rus sian word tema (theme).43

Poyedinok— A Fluid Duel

Vladimir Solovyov’s live po liti cal talk show Poyedinok (Duel), formerly called 
K Bar’eru (To the barrier), was in many ways a product of  the po liti cal strug-
gles in the Rus sian media, as well as an impor tant player in forming the au-
thorial voice in the new televised settings. The format of  a verbal duel first 
appeared on Rus sian tele vi sion in 1999 on NTV, hosted by NTV’s Kiselev. The 
show was called Glas Naroda (Vox populi) and was a highly praised talk show. 
 After Gazprom’s takeover of  NTV, Glas Naroda appeared for a while on lib-
eral TV-6 and TVS. Poyedinok appeared on TVS in 2002, as a liberal po liti cal 
talk show. In 2003 TVS was taken off  air by the government. Poyedinok moved 
to the already government controlled NTV and aired  under the name K Bar’eru, 
where it aligned with the government. During  these years the show was in a 
unique position, as Rus sian tele vi sion did not feature many po liti cal talk 
shows.44 In 2010 the show moved to Channel-1, Rus sia’s second largest chan-
nel, again  under the name Poyedinok and became a focal point for po liti cal dis-
course in Rus sia and a model for a growing segment of  po liti cal talk shows 
on Rus sian tele vi sion.45 Solovyov had become one of  Rus sia’s most popu lar 
media personalities and an influential public intellectual.

Poyedinok used both imitation and perfidy (verolomsvo). The format reeked 
of   free speech, but  there was no place for  free expression. Like in the Western 
format, Poyedinok mixed politics and entertainment through a seemingly lively 
and frank conversation.46 It was broadcasted live and as the name of  the show 
suggested, it was a one- on- one verbal duel, dealing with pertinent social and 
po liti cal issues. The “duelists”  were politicians, social or cultural figures, 
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including government representatives, members of  the approved opposi-
tion (LDPR, Communists, the nationalist Rodina party) and members of  the 
unapproved nationalist and liberal opposition. The studio had a raised glass 
stage with two barriers  behind which each participant stood. The participants, 
some of  whom did not receive airtime on federal news broadcasts, took center 
stage in this show.47

Nevertheless, this was an imitation of   free speech. Anti- government par-
ticipants  were often treated unfairly, which undermined their ability to per-
form well. They  were not informed of  the theme of  the show in advance and 
encountered hostile atmosphere in the studio (booing and provocative ques-
tions from paid persons in the audience).48 The winner of  the duel was cho-
sen by the viewers via telephone. In most cases, this was the figure closer to 
the government line. Moreover, a judge or a jury, usually persons aligned with 
the government line, commented on the per for mance of  the duelists from the 
studio.

Perfidy was another impor tant discursive technique that was used on Poyedi-
nok. The show constantly blurred terms, such as democracy, liberalism, and 
even ethnic Rus sian (Russkiy), and disseminated mistrust. This mechanism 
helped the government keep the audience passive. The British social scientist 
Andrew Wilson noted that the imitation of  politics, which he called virtual 
politics, required passive audiences.49 For hybrid authoritarian regimes, like Pu-
tin’s Rus sia, to continue to govern, citizens should be willing to forfeit their 
civil and po liti cal rights.50 This could be achieved by undermining  people’s 
trusts in their ability to make sense of  politics and to impact the social world 
around them. In Poyedinok, once all po liti cal terms and concepts  were ruled 
to be untrustworthy, the government’s authorial voice and its discourse of  sta-
bility, became the only rational option. This was an intentional breaking of  
 people’s trust in politics, or in Russian— verolomsvo.

Verolomsvo as a Discursive Technique

Among the many manifestations of  the shapeshifting nature of  the debate in 
Solovyov’s show, a pivotal one was the increased sense of  withering away of  
po liti cal orientation. In December 2008, the show featured Vladimir Zhiri-
novsky, who was a frequent guest, and Boris Nadezhdin, leader of  the Rus-
sian liberal opposition party, Just Cause.51 The show discussed the constitutional 
reforms of  2008, which extended presidential and parliamentary terms.

Zhirinovsky began his per for mance by calling Nadezhdin a “demo cratic 
worm.” Nadezhdin, in response, noted: “Vladimir Wolfowich, you have con-
fused something. Liberal Demo cratic is the name of  your party and not mine. 
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Mine is called Just Cause.” This kick- started a debate that strongly resonated 
the fragmented nature of  broadcasted po liti cal discussions in Rus sia. Accusa-
tions about responsibility for Rus sia’s ills  were traded at length, when the dis-
cussion took a sharp turn.

Nadezhdin accused Zhirinovsky of  selling his parliamentary support to the 
government since Yeltsin’s times. Zhirinovsky, agitated, turned to Solovyov ac-
cusing Nadezhdin of  lying, and called him a scoundrel. Solovyov sarcastically 
added “and a worm,” heightening the tense atmosphere. Zhirinovsky contin-
ued to swear. At some point Solovyov tried to calm him down. Not only did 
Zhirinovsky not calm down, he ordered his guard to “take this scoundrel 
and kick him out of  the studio.” A large man entered the stage and approached 
Nadezhdin. Solovyov physically shielded Nazehdin, while exclaiming “this is 
a [TV] program!” Nadezhdin, looking stunned, mumbled “have you lost your 
mind?” Severe- looking Solovyov called the NTV guards to the stage. Five large 
men entered the stage, while Zhirinovsky yelled at them “take this beast away.” 
Solovyov tried to physically separate Zhirinovsky from Nadezhdin, while the 
former continued to curse. The scene ended by Solovyov calling a recess. In 
the interval, commentators in the studio calmly discussed the participants’ 
per for mance.

When the participants returned from the recess, Solovyov addressed the 
incident in the following way: “I understand that you hold the deepest con-
tempt for each other, but I asked you to stay for one reason— because the citi-
zens of  Rus sia are unfortunately deprived of  many po liti cal formats, they have 
no opportunity to hear their po liti cal leaders and to understand what is the 
essence of   things . . .  I would suggest continuing in order to deliver to the 
 people, to your voters, your point of  view.” The debate continued with the 
following exchange:

Nadezhdin: Nobody explained to the  people [the government’s deci-
sions . . .], you are a member of  parliament, please explain them.

Zhirinovsky: [. . .] I agree, [. . .] but we are not the government.
Nadezhdin: But you are a deputy.
Zhirinovsky: But we tell them the same  thing you tell them. What do 

you blame us for?52

This episode was extraordinary in many re spects, but also very symptomatic 
of  the televised debate that the show produced. From the very start the term 
democracy and who was a demo crat was scrutinized. Zhirinovsky used it as 
a derogatory term. Nadezhdin, who represented a party that cherished demo-
cratic values, did not stop him. In Rus sia, a society that had been building its 
state institutions such a conversation was ruinous to a stable sense of  national 
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development and identification.  After the collapse of  the Soviet Union, Rus-
sian demo crats, such as Nadezhdin, claimed they had a national vision for the 
country’s development— a  free market economy and liberal democracy. This 
was a Western path of  development, which had strong consequences for the 
type of  national identification that developed in Rus sia. Hence, twisting the 
term democracy and comparing its advocates— Nadezhdin and the Union of  
Rightist Forces—to Zhirinovsky, resonated Surkov’s blurring of  sovereign de-
mocracy. It deliberately confused not only po liti cal orientation but also the ori-
entation of  national identification.

Solovyov’s appeal to continue the show for the sake of  pluralistic debate re-
vealed his biased approach. He had a vested interest in the po liti cal circus that 
unfolded in the studio. The extreme language used, the loss of  meaning and 
agency and the threat of  physical vio lence had nothing to do with a pluralistic 
debate. This show’s purpose was to undermine po liti cal alternatives to the cur-
rent regime. The ideological credibility of  two opponents was tarnished— they 
 were in fact one and the same. They  were also made to look ridicu lous, vapid 
and irresponsible. This was in sharp contrast to the leadership in the Kremlin.

Fluid Rus sianness on Poyedinok

The second de cade of  Putin’s regime, and especially since Putin returned for 
his third term as president in 2012 after switching briefly with Dmitry Medve-
dev, was marked by an increase in the importance of  national issues on the 
po liti cal agenda. This trend was growing for years and by 2010  things had 
come to the fore. This was reflected in the se lection of  discussion topics on 
Poyedinok. In 2010 several episodes of  Poyedinok dealt with issues linked di-
rectly with national identification in Rus sia.  These episodes showed how, on 
one the one hand, the government responded to pressure from the national-
ist right in Rus sia by shifting its approach  towards more exclusivist nationally- 
infused agenda. But, on the other hand, used its techniques of  blurring and 
disorientation in order not to divert too much from the contours of  fluid Rus-
sianness that developed in the Rus sian society.

In November 2010 Poyedinok focused on migration to Rus sia, which, as 
described in chapters one and two, was closely linked to conceptions of  na-
tional identification. The show featured the conservative Rus sian journalist 
Mikhail Leontyev and the Jewish Azerbaijani- born film director Yuli Gusman. 
The following discussion took place at the very start of  the program:

Gusman: I was born in the city of  Baku where the words “friendship of  
the  people,” “man to man -  friend, comrade and  brother,”  were not 
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just slogans of  the CPSU, but a real fulfilment of  life . . .  This prob-
lem [with mi grants] in the country in which we lived [together] for 
seventy years . . .  seems in ven ted and disgusting.

Leontyev: I was born in the Soviet Union, I did not like the po liti cal 
regime . . .  but the country as a  whole was to my liking. . . .   These 
 people, they are for me . . .  my compatriots. All of  them. Including 
the Tajiks . . .  Armenians, Moldovans, Western Ukrainians and so 
on. . . .  And what happened with them is in some way our fault. The 
country was destroyed by the Rus sians (Russkiye) . . .53

This show was supposed to pre sent contesting views on a very serious 
 matter— migration and Rus sian national identification. However,  there was 
actually no disagreement in this exchange, although the basic views of  the 
discussants and the moderator  were quite diff er ent. Gusman and Leontyev 
both stressed the common past as a rudimentary building block in the post- 
Soviet Rus sian experience. Gusman argued for a humanistic approach  towards 
migration, which is perched on Soviet concepts like “friendship of  the 
 people.”54 Leontyev, who was invited to the program on an anti- migration 
ticket, also referred to mi grants as his compatriots, resonating an inclusive 
approach to Rus sianness. Leontyev’s approach was imperialist as he noted 
that he felt responsibility for the fate of  the most unpop u lar compatriots, such 
as the Tajiks and Western Ukrainians. Both men’s views converged on the re-
visited memory of  the Soviet past.

This per for mance represented an expression of  fluid Rus sianness, while it 
also reproduced the government’s authorial voice, as it resonated Putin’s as-
sertion from 2005 that the collapse of  the Soviet Union was a catastrophe.55 
Yet Gusman and Leontyev’s expressions blurred very basic assumptions re-
garding migration in Rus sia. First,  there was confusion about who belonged 
to the national in- group and who was an outsider. While some commenta-
tors on the show described mi grants as diff er ent and threatening,  people 
who  were not needed and unwanted, many  others, including Gusman and 
Leontyev, saw them as lost  brothers from a previous life who had been mis-
treated. It was also not clear who was the perpetrator and who the victim.

The fact that the show did not pre sent two approaches to migration, with 
no expertise or data, enhanced the sense of  instability in the field of  migra-
tion.  These unanswered questions demonstrated the fragmentation of  the de-
bate, while the format of  the show allowed for the imitation of  po liti cal debate 
on one of  the most serious topics in Rus sian po liti cal life. Such a show curbed 
any opportunity for  people to form their opinion on migration and scrutinize 
(or support) the government’s policy, which, as shown in the previous chapters, 
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was very problematic. It also increased the pervading sense of  dislocation and 
complicated feelings of  national belonging.

a nationalist turn in Rus sian politics?
At the end of  2010 the national issue reached a boiling point when Moscow 
experienced mass ethnic riots on Manezh Square, which caught the govern-
ment off  guard. On 11 December 2010 between 5,000 (police estimate) and 
12,000 (experts estimate) demonstrators flooded the center of  Moscow  under 
the slogans “Rus sia for the Russians— Moscow for Muscovites” and “Moscow 
is not the Caucasus.”56 The events  were prompted by the murder on 6 Decem-
ber of  Spartak FC fan Egor Sviridov by men of  Caucasian origin. The perpe-
trators  were arrested, but five out of  the six  were released the same night.57 
Spartak fans demonstrated for several days  after the event and on 11 Decem-
ber, a day  after Sviridov’s funeral, mass demonstrations of  ultra- right groups 
broke out.58  These events posed an acute need to address tensions of  what 
 were perceived as deriving from increased migration to Rus sia.59 Poyedinok de-
voted two shows to riots. Both featured the blurring of  terms in the partici-
pants’ argumentations and in Solovyov’s moderation.

The first show featured playwright and director Mark Rozovsky, who was 
accepted in government circles, and writer Alexander Prokhanov, who was as-
sociated with nationalist circles.60 In  these settings Prokhanov was poised as 
the oppositional participant. The mood in the studio was grim. To underline 
that the show was broadcasted in an emergency format, instead of  studio com-
mentators the show featured public addresses by President Dmitry Medve-
dev, Prime Minister Vladimir Putin, and Rus sian Orthodox Church Patriarch 
Kirill. They provided embodiments of  the authorial voice. Yet,  these appear-
ances by the “holy trinity” of  po liti cal and moral authority in Rus sia did not 
anchor the debate in any meaningful way. During the show, Rozovsky and 
Prokhanov continuously described the fragmented late modern real ity of  post- 
Soviet Rus sia. This may have served the purpose of  deflecting criticism from 
the government, but also reinforced the sense of  helplessness and underscored 
that Rus sia was neither more stable nor more secure.

Rozovsky: Rus sia for the (ethnic) Rus sians (Russkiy)— who can argue 
with that? Only in Rus sia Rus sians (Russkiy) are Rus sians themselves, 
Udmur, Tatars, Jews, Chukchas and even Chechens . . .

Prokhanov: We have to admit that inter- ethnic strife (mezhnatsionalia 
rozn’) is a terrible real ity in Rus sia. . . .  We need to honestly look this 
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truth in the eyes and to say that in the centre of  this terrible prob lem 
is the Rus sian question (Russkiy vopros).

Rozovsky: Let’s start from the fact that I am a fan of  Spartak. . . .  But I 
am precisely a fan, not a fanatic. I remember football in Soviet times 
when in our team from the left side played Meskhi from the right 
Metriveli, Simonyan played for Spartak. . . .  All  these are  people who 
have non- Russian (Russkiy) surnames. . . .  And now I went to a foot-
ball [game] and Spartak played against, I think, Nalchik.61 I remem-
ber how the fans’ gallery chanted: “Russkiy forward,” “Russkiy 
forward” [emphasizes aggressively] and at the end . . .  Welliton scored 
a fantastic goal.62 Our real ity is completely diff er ent . . .  if   there  were 
no provocateurs. . . .  We would have lived in a diff er ent real ity. . . .  I 
consider you responsible for what happened in our country. . . .  Do 
you not feel responsibility? You, personally! (Rozovsky points at 
Prokhanov)

Prokhanov: You Mr. Mark Grigorievich a person that hates all that is 
Soviet and . . .  suddenly you are reminiscing about Soviet brother-
hood. . . .  The real ity is as follows: In the Soviet times the Rus sian 
nation (Russkiy narod), I repeat the Rus sian nation, was busy. Mainly 
it served in the Army . . .  Rus sian  people worked on gigantic facto-
ries that produced ships and airplanes . . .  and the main place where 
[ethnic] Rus sians worked was in building the mega- machine of  the 
state, the imperial state, all of  that the demo crats . . .  have taken away 
from the Rus sian  people. . . .   These  people passed to their grandchil-
dren this energy of  protest. . . .

The debate exhibited high levels of  fragmentation of  the po liti cal discourse. 
Prokhanov tried to anchor the debate and used the term “inter- ethnic strife,” 
which was a legal- official term. Rozovsky informally represented the govern-
ment in the debate and helped Solovyov blur terms and deflect criticism away 
from the government. He immediately blurred the meaning of  ethnic Rus-
sian (Russkiy). The blurring of  terms related to ethnic purity served the gov-
ernment, as it undermined the rioters’ demands for ethnically pure Rus sia. In 
fact, Solovyov made this blurring of  the term Russkiy in his essay from 2009 
“We are Russians— god is with us” (“My russkiye -  s nami’ bog”).63 This state-
ment by Rozovsky could have been planted by Solovyov to test the reconstruc-
tion of  the term Russkiy on larger audiences, or could have been on Rozovsky’s 
own initiative. In any case, Rozovsky revealed himself  as a pro- government 
participant. Rozovsky played along with Solovyov, when presenting the cur-
rent globalized experience where football clubs have players from a variety of  
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countries. This revealed to Spartak’s football fans who rioted on Manezh, that 
Prokhanov represented in the debate, as misguided. They chanted for an ethni-
cally pure cause, but their football club was multinational.

Very importantly, this show presented competing conceptions of  real ity. No-
tably, Solovyov did not interrupt the exchange between Rozovsky and Prokh-
anov about what was real in Rus sia. Solovyov’s non- interference exposed that 
this discussion served the show’s aim to manage public opinion. The debate 
on what was real in Rus sia blurred the certainty with which one can construct 
a valid counterargument to the Kremlin. If  real ity itself  was questionable and 
uncertain, open to alternative interpretations, public opinion could be directed, 
or at least deflected from forming a  viable opposition to the Kremlin. This was 
particularly impor tant in the context of  this show, since it was noted by schol-
ars that the Kremlin was caught by surprise by the Manezh riots.64  There was 
no official line to promote and the content was produced according to previ-
ously established conceptions, rather than around a pronounced government 
line. As a result, in this dialogue Solovyov did not feel the need to direct the 
debate  towards a specific conclusion and a certain new blurring of  concepts 
could be examined (like the blurring of  the term Russkiy). The show benefited 
from a debate that seemed energized and entertaining, while the demands of  
the rioters on the streets  were purposely blurred by the debate about what 
was real in Rus sia. This was a late- modern trend, when diff er ent conceptions 
of  real ity in the society co- exist.

The second show about the Manezh riots featured Vladimir Zhirinovsky 
and liberal politician Leonid Gozman. The judge on the show was Nikita 
Mikhalkov, underlining the high status he acquired since the 1990s as an arbi-
ter on issues of  national identification. Solovyov opened the show:

We  stopped feeling that we are one nation (narod). . . .   After the events 
on the Manezh square it became clear that the slogans “we are Rus sians 
(Russkiy)” and “Rus sia for the Rus sians (Russkiy)” are supported not only 
by the disorderly youth. For some  these are the signs of  growing national 
self- understanding, to  others  these are frightening expressions of  
 Nazism. On Monday . . .  the President said that Rus sian (Rossiyskaya) 
identity is necessary for Rus sia. . . .  What is the face of  Rus sian (Rossiys-
kaya) nationality and should [ethnic] Rus sians (Russkiy) be defended in 
Rus sia?65

In comparison to Solovyov’s negative attitude to the rioters on the previous 
show,  these remarks demonstrated that Poyedinok shifted in its approach. This 
reflected the evolution of  the government’s approach over time, which at least 
partially accepted the claims of  the football fans and took their side.66 For the 
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most part, participants presented familiar arguments about the place of  eth-
nic Rus sians in Rus sia and the debate about the ethnic versus civic character 
of  the Rus sian national group. In the intervention, Mikhalkov, ruled that the 
debate was “empty,” while Solovyov emphatically agreed and explained, once 
again, that the aim of  the program was “to show the  people for whom they 
vote” (although Gozman’s party was not permitted to run in the elections). 
In this context, it seemed that the hidden agenda of  the show as a man ag er of  
public opinion was partially revealed—to disqualify politicians and po liti cal 
ideas in the eyes of  the public.

The only cathartic moment was a comment made by a young man in the 
audience who identified himself  as a son of  white immigrants, born in San 
Francisco and educated in a “super patriotic” environment. He shared mem-
ories of  his childhood in a “conserved Tsarist atmosphere,” where  there was 
no understanding of  “Russkiy and not- Russkiy,” but of  “Rossiyane and citizens 
of  the Rus sian Empire.” He professed that he moved to Rus sia from the US 
and that he had been working in Rus sia for twenty years, but received his pass-
port only the previous year. He shared his experience and noted that  there 
 were many ways to circumvent the bureaucratic system. He noted that “we 
are pushing away the law obeying [ people] and attracting law breaking 
[ people]” to come to Rus sia. He said that he wanted to be treated similar to 
“other nationalities that are residing on our territory” (emphasis in italics mine) 
and asked why  there is no system to incentivize Russian- speaking  people to 
come to Rus sia. He stressed that he got a “vaccine” in his education which 
allowed him to overcome the difficulties in moving to Rus sia and declared that 
he self- identified as a “Rossiyane” who wants to live in his homeland. Solovyov 
delighted by his gust’s testimony, noted that that the “vaccine” he mentioned 
was “love of  motherland and pride in its history and traditions.”

 After the young man finished his comments the following discussion regard-
ing citizenship laws in Rus sia took place:

Zhirinovsky: We submitted an amendment to the law on citizenship, 
to automatically give [ethnic] Rus sian citizenship. It  didn’t pass . . .

Gozman: SPS67 submitted this amendment about ten years ago.
Zhirinovsky: Right.
Gozman: It  didn’t pass. So what?
Zhirinovsky: It  didn’t pass. Why do we blame each other?
Solovyov: So  don’t blame each other. Say what to do.
Zhirinovsky: [Ethnic] Rus sians cannot come  here,  because they face 

the obstacles that are being erected.
Solovyov: The obstacles are erected by other [ethnic] Rus sian officials.
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Zhirinovsky: From FMS, MVD.68

Gozman: Crimes against our country are committed not by the Tajiks, 
Afghans, Viet nam ese and so on. Crimes against our country are com-
mitted by  those officials who created the corrupt system. Who are 
trading our rights for money and sell them to the highest bidder. 
 These are the enemies of  the country and we should fight them and 
not the Tajik.

Solovyov: I agree.69

In this show, public opinion was managed in several ways. First, Solovyov 
aligned the show with the government line and reproduced the authorial voice. 
He then moved to disqualify the participants as ideological alternatives. This 
was done by allowing Mikhalkov, as a representative of  the regime, to act as a 
judge on the show. Mikhalkov evaluated and commented without being ques-
tioned. The exchange between Zhirinovsky, Gozman and Solovyov’s com-
ments was another example of  distortion of  po liti cal stances as a technique 
for public opinion management. In this instance, Zhirinovsky’s LDPR and Goz-
man’s SPS, two opposite poles of  the Rus sian po liti cal arena, merged once 
again. Gozman tried to differentiate himself  as an anti- government speaker 
when he spoke about the “corrupt system.” But this move was undermined 
by Solovyov who actually joined in by agreeing with Zhirinovsky and Goz-
man in order to reinforce the blurring of  po liti cal stances. This was a surpris-
ing consensus. As was discussed in the previous chapters, the automatic issuing 
of  passports to Rus sians was a controversial po liti cal issue that could have had 
far- reaching consequences for domestic and foreign policies. Solovyov maneu-
vered the debate in a way that eroded po liti cal differences and disqualified the 
po liti cal debate.

Second, the show presented a commentator whose story was questionable 
and prob ably was fabricated.70 A government official from the Federal Migra-
tion Ser vices (FMS) who was in the audience, was thoroughly surprised by 
the young man’s claims that it took him almost twenty years to gain citizen-
ship (especially as he was from the United States and had means). This US- born 
patriotically  minded Rus sian reproduced the authorial voice in his own style. 
He underlined central tenets of  inclusive identification in the form of  a unify-
ing civic identification as a Rossiyane, with supplementing ele ments of  attach-
ments to the Rus sian land as a national home and the centrality of  the Rus sian 
language. He also, like Rozovsky in the previous show, blurred the term Russ-
kiy, when he said that for him, as a true patriot and son of  white immigra-
tion, that term was meaningless. Yet his comments about “our territory” and 
about the need to defend ethnic Rus sian’s rights in Rus sia, revealed the 
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government’s new approach to the subject. This commentator represented 
the government’s turn  towards favoring a more ethnic and stronger articula-
tion of  Rus sianness.

A year  later, in January 2012,  after a period of  increasingly ethnically- infused 
discourse promoted by pro- government figures, Putin articulated his vision 
in printed press.71 Putin’s article titled “Rus sia: The National Question” (“Ros-
siya: natsional’nyy vopros”) in Nezavisimaya Gazeta, gave the presidential seal 
of  approval to the increased use of  the term ethnic Russian— Russkiy, with a 
new meaning. Putin defined the national in- group in the following way: “The 
rod that binds the fabric of  this unique civilization [of  the historical Rus sian 
state] is the Rus sian  people, Rus sian culture (Russkiy narod, Russkaya kul’tura). . . .  
The Rus sian  people are state- forming [ people] (Russkiy narod yavlyayetsya 
 gosudarstvoobrazuyushchim). The  great mission of  the Rus sians is to unite and 
cement civilization . . .  to bond Rus sian Armenians, Rus sian Azerbaijanis, 
Rus sian Germans, Rus sian Tatars.”72

Putin’s use of  the ethnic terms of  Rus sian identification— Russkiy was a con-
cession to nationalist groups, who demanded stronger ethnically- based na-
tional identifications. However, at the same time, he blurred the meaning in 
the same way as it was done the year before on Poyedinok saying that Russkiy 
are also Tatars, Armenians and Azerbaijanis, which made it lose its exclusion-
ary properties. This was obviously po liti cally beneficial for the Kremlin, as it 
can allow solidifying of  national identification without paying the price of  ex-
cluding other ethnic groups from the national in- group.

Putin’s article from 2012 showed how perfidious po liti cal language became 
in Rus sia, as well as the impor tant function that tele vi sion broadcasts and spe-
cifically Poyedinok played in this pro cess. Although, as this chapter exempli-
fied, the manipulation of  language happened not only in televised broadcasts, 
but also in print media, tele vi sion had an impor tant function. As the debates 
in Poyedinok demonstrated, such platforms  were a con ve nient testing ground. 
Televised talk shows are flexible formats. They can mix humor, sarcasm and 
even mockery in a serious conversation. They are also not meant to be listened 
to assiduously and they assume that  people are listening in while  doing other 
 things at home.73  These characteristics allowed Poyedinok, despite its origins 
as a Western format that was meant to serve values such as  free speech, to 
develop as a dissemination vehicle for the manipulation of  language. It also 
allowed to float on federal tele vi sion the possibility of  blurring of  key po liti-
cal terms. As a result, Poyedinok became a sort of  laboratory for the develop-
ment of  discursive techniques in the new televised circumstances. It created 
an imitation of  politics and made discursive techniques that originated in 
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Soviet time to fit the new reflexive media environment. Solovyov was re-
warded generously for his role in this effort and became a leading figure in 
the Rus sian state media, decorated with numerous state medals and received 
growing airtime on the radio and on tele vi sion, including a lucrative one- on- 
one interview with the president in 2018.

But  these techniques had an internal flaw, which revealed their limitation. 
In the new late modern context, they could not extinguish the opposition. 
A counter- discourse continued to co- exist side by side with the government- 
backed discourse. This counter- discourse was critical of  the government and 
exposed the inherent tensions in propagating stability by undermining  people’s 
trust in the world around them. The volatility of  language that the techniques 
of  imitation and perfidy produced became a major source of  criticism by the 
opposition and a glaring gap in the core of  the government’s claim of  stabiliza-
tion. The next section  will consider more closely the critical counter- discourse 
that was formed in Rus sia as a response to the government’s discourse of  
stability.

Re sis tance to the Discourse of stability
From the early 2000s, a counter- discourse had developed in parallel to the gov-
ernment discourse of  stability on national identification. At first the counter- 
discourse was mainly a response to Putin’s rising popularity and his ability to 
rally, in war and in peace, parts of  the Rus sian elites and the  people. This 
counter- discourse emerged in parts of  the media, which  were still  free to ex-
press their disdain. It featured critical commentary of  the government’s ac-
tions in Chechnya and resonated the discourse of  nationalism as a dangerous 
endeavor, some of  which  were presented  earlier. Other commentary chal-
lenged more fundamental tendencies in the Rus sian society, like nostalgic 
yearning for Soviet times, which was a source for Putin’s rising popularity 
despite the diversion from liberal democracy.

In July 2000, for instance, an article titled “Conflicts are our fortune” ap-
peared in Izvestia. This was an interview with the phi los o pher Eugenie Stepa-
nov. As the title suggested, Stepanov disapproved of  Putin’s rallying of  the 
Rus sian nation  under the banner of  unity. He attacked the nostalgic memory 
of  the  simple and peaceful Soviet past, and Putin’s promise to reinstate stabil-
ity and end the confrontation in society: “Recently, we have lived, according 
to party leaders, in a cloudless society. . . .  Forced una nim i ty was the essence 
of  society. Contradictions  were driven inwards . . .  a society without conflict 
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cannot happen at all . . .  the Rus sian  people are used to transfer responsibility 
for every thing that happens to the government. And then they are surprised 
that they are  doing badly . . .”74

Stepanov dismissed the nostalgic view of  a stable and peaceful Soviet soci-
ety. He reminded that in Soviet times anonymity was achieved through sup-
pression. Prob lems and disagreements  were hidden away but did not dis appear. 
For him, conflicts in society  were natu ral. Stepanov addressed the state- society 
relationship in Rus sia. The Rus sian public, in his opinion, lapsed back to a his-
torical pattern of  transferring responsibility. In his view this relationship was 
not workable. Stepanov’s article undermined Putin’s plan at its very core, as 
he stated that the premises that Putin put forward in his po liti cal agenda could 
not materialize. Putin asked  people to renounce some of  their freedoms so 
he can govern effectively. However, Stepanov asserted that by  doing so the Rus-
sian  people condemned themselves to failure.

As the years went by, this counter- discourse focused on the flawed internal 
logic created by the government’s discursive techniques aimed at undermin-
ing of  language in order to create stability. This came down to the fact that in 
the globalized late modern context, where  people and information travel freely, 
the government’s choice to play with the meanings of  words, like sovereign 
democracy or ethnic Rus sian (Russkiy) was ever more problematic.

In the Soviet Union, the gap between the codified per for mances acceptable 
by the regime and the real ity in which  people lived could be kept in- check by 
tools of  censorship, surveillance and coercion. In the post- Soviet context, this 
was no longer the case. This gap became apparent to critics of  the regime and, 
to some extent, was also apparent to the wider public. From the end of  Pu-
tin’s first term, and increasingly  after the end of  his second term in 2008, criti-
cism pointed out that the quest for a clear and strong unified concept of  identity 
was not materializing. Life was still fast- paced and unpredictable, the economy, 
which relied on high oil prices, was by its own nature unstable, and national 
identification per sis tently felt like it needed repair.

An in ter est ing sub- theme of  the counter- discourse pin- pointed specifically 
the mix between entertainment and politics on Rus sian tele vi sion and the pres-
ident’s image, which was packaged in celebrity culture themes. It described 
Rus sia more like an entertainment show, run by and for the prestige of  the 
president. This image was far from the ‘strong’ and ‘solid’ national identity 
that Putin promised to deliver. Instead, commentators described Rus sia as 
an outrageous fusion of  pop and politics that had  little to do with ordinary 
 people’s lives.75 In February  2004, Novaya Gazeta published the following 
text:
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Pre and post Novy God (New Year’s Eve) TV orgiastic outburst, among 
other  things, reincarnates—in the spirit of  the triumph of  United 
Russia— the triumph and domination of  one united show- clan, [which] 
 whether you like it or not, makes [one] a  little obsessed with the em-
bodiment of  the clan in one person who—obviously!—cannot be fol-
lowed without admiration.

Our enduring penchant for the cult creation, [and notice] of  each and 
 every whim and silliness of   those whose cult is being created, is cloned 
to become the common law. In par tic u lar, the one that is called Alla Bor-
isovna76 (an analogue -  flattering to the male- politician -  Vladimir Vladi-
mirovich). . . .  Actually, she (Alla Borisovna), together with the completely 
surrendered to pop culture tele vi sion, are our pre sent ideology. The 
sought- after “national idea.”77

The Rus sian New Years’ cele bration— Novy God— a secular Soviet tradition, still 
the most cherished cele bration of  the year, was described  here as the vulgar 
triumph of  popu lar culture. Federal tele vi sion reproduced the triumphant per-
for mances that celebrated the po liti cal culture of  United Rus sia, Rus sia’s 
dominant po liti cal clan, to elevate another clan— show business. In this case 
too, tele vi sion strived for una nim i ty and conformity regarding the admiration 
of  a par tic u lar member of  the clan that personified the clan in its entirety. In 
the world of  popu lar  music it was Pugacheva (Alla Borisovna) and in politics 
it was Putin (Vladimir Vladimirovich). The author concluded that this was not 
an imitation of  the po liti cal culture in the world of  popu lar  music, but that it 
was the po liti cal culture itself— the pre sent ideology and national idea. The 
blurring between the po liti cal world and the world of  popu lar culture, a blur-
ring between the serious and the trivial, between truth and lies, heightened 
the sense of  dislocation in Rus sian society. Politics was a show, an imitation 
produced by the media and packaged for media consumption. The situation 
Novaya Gazeta described was anything but a solid experience of  national iden-
tity, and enhanced a sense of  loss and disorientation.

In 2007, an article from Novaya Gazeta pointed  towards the mixed signals 
that the government was sending on national identification— specifically the 
continued use of  economic themes and at the same time the enhanced em-
phasis on religiousness and Orthodox Chris tian ity. The title of  the article was 
“Orthodoxy is in effec tive” (“Pavoslaviye neeffektivno”): “Orthodoxy . . .  is an in-
effec tive, artificial ideology that does not even have the mythological reserve 
that the Bolsheviks had at one time. In any case, Orthodoxy cannot contrib-
ute to the proj ect of  a ‘competitive person’ put forward the government.” This 
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article uses the terms that  were introduced by the government, revealing their 
 limited capability to shape  people’s identification. They could not hide the 
 simple facts that neither the re orientation of  the economic language  toward 
a more stable and predictable image, nor strengthening of  religious Ortho-
dox themes could stop the sense that life in Rus sia remained in flux.

During 2010–14, voices of  dissent grew louder and even the government- 
controlled Izvestia texts  were seasoned with sarcastic criticism. In 2012–2013 
Izvestia reported several times on a modern art competition that took place in 
Moscow  under the titled “The national Idea of  Rus sia.” The winner of  the 
competition received a financial award and was sent to represent Rus sia at the 
Venice Biennale. In December 2012 Izvestia quoted the competition organiz-
ers: “According to the organizers,  today Rus sia needs a new unifying idea, but 
it cannot be composed from the remains of  the past, nor imposed from out-
side. The idea should be created by Rus sians themselves.”78

The competition’s organizers reproduced a well- established notion that was 
part of  the government discourse of  stability— “ today Rus sia needs a new uni-
fying idea.” But the competition did not follow the government line and 
called for pluralistic and popu lar action through which the idea would be cre-
ated. At some point Izvestia reported sensationally that one proposal expressed 
Rus sian national idea as a pile of  manure and another presented a portrait of  
Rus sian scientist Mikhail Lomonosov, painted with crude oil, to represent Rus-
sia’s economic de pen dency on natu ral resources.79 This showed that despite 
all government efforts the social polylogue did not feature a sense of  stability, 
but rather dismay and internal fracture.

The po liti cal real ity in Rus sia was transforming radically. In late 2011, lib-
eral and nationalist protests in Bolotnaya Square in Moscow  were led by Rus-
sia’s opposition leader Alexey Navalny chanting “a party of  crooks and thieves” 
about the Rus sian governing elite. The protests showed that the scheme to 
deceive the Rus sian public into passivity through an elaborate sequence of  
discursive tricks had failed. Pomerantsev perceptively conveys this in his book: 
“ ‘Effective,’ ‘stability’ no one can quite define what they actually mean, and 
as the city surges and transforms every one senses  things are the very opposite 
of  stable and certainly nothing is ‘effective,’ but the way Surkov and his pup-
pets uses them, the words have taken on a life of  their own and act like falling 
axes over anyone who is in any way disloyal.”80

The discursive techniques of  imitation and perfidy, which blurred the mean-
ings of  terms,  until nobody “can quite define” them had further destructive 
impacts on the sense of  stability in the society. The use of  volatile language 
and the promise of  making life more stable  were irreconcilable. Unlike in late- 
Soviet times of  “developed socialism,” when the state did not demand from 
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citizens high levels of  ideological fervor, in Putin’s Rus sia the imminent threat 
of  being labelled as disloyal was constantly pre sent and its use was arbitrary. 
As Irina Prokhorova noted on Radio Echo Moskvy in 2013: “[our] country is ab-
solutely torn. Society is fragmented, in society in general it is no longer un-
derstood what is good, what is bad.”81 Prokhorova’s concern was not only with 
the society being torn, but also with the fact that basic concepts of  bad and 
good became blurred, which was a consequence of  a highly illusive po liti cal 
discourse.

In 2014 the Rus sian government responded fi nally and aggressively to  these 
challenges by rallying the nation to war in Ukraine. The annexation of  Crimea 
and the separatist war in East Ukraine  were meant to remedy historical injus-
tices and unite the nation  behind the government. But in the absence of  deeper 
change in Rus sia, which would have removed it from the late modern global-
ized context, such efforts  were unlikely to resolve the regime’s long term 
problems.  These themes are exemplified in the discourse in Poyedinok’s epi-
sodes around the crisis in East Ukraine and the annexation of  Crimea.

the maidan square protests (2013–14)
The events on Maidan Square in Kiev  were the greatest challenge to the gov-
ernment’s discourse. The protests calling for Ukraine’s integration with Eu-
rope, which led to the Rus sian annexation of  Crimea and an armed conflict 
in South- East Ukraine, touched Rus sian national identification in a par tic u lar 
way. Ukraine was considered culturally close to Rus sia with a large commu-
nity of  ethnic Rus sians and Rus sian speakers. A demo cratic Ukrainian revolu-
tion could spill over to Rus sia and boost a pro- Western national development 
agenda. This was very worrying for the Rus sian government since the Mos-
cow protests in Bolotnaya Square in 2011–2012 had a similar agenda.

Poyedinok addressed the events in Ukraine in three episodes. They demon-
strated that the show continued to use the discursive techniques of  imitation 
and verolomsvo during the crisis and in some ways,  these techniques  were 
brought to an extreme. The first program aired on 23 January 2014 and ad-
dressed the protests on Maidan Square. The second show, in an emergency 
format, ran on 27 February 2014 and focused on events in Crimea. The third, 
which aired  after the annexation of  Crimea, on 4 April 2014, discussed Rus sia’s 
deteriorating relations with the West. This was also the last show of  Poyedinok 
that had aired for over a year, when the show went on a long and unexplained 
break from broadcasting.
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Maidan Square, January 2014

On 23 January  2014 Solovyov opened the show by saying that the Maidan 
protests  were hijacked by ultra- nationalist ele ments and described the situa-
tion in Kiev as uncontrollable.82 Footage from Kiev was televised at the begin-
ning of  the show. It showed the center of  Kiev in flames, a zone of  urban 
warfare with Molotov  bottles being thrown at policemen. The discussants 
 were Dmitry Kiselev, Rus sia’s most impor tant news presenter and head of  the 
state news corporation Rus sia  Today (Rossiia Segonia), and Gennady Gudkov, 
a politician who was closer to the opposition. The two  were prominent fig-
ures in Rus sia, and from the highest tier of  professional and po liti cal echelons. 
Choosing such se nior participants demonstrated the seriousness with which 
the production treated the events in Ukraine.

Solovyov began by asking who was responsible for the events in Ukraine. 
The opening statements  were overall similar, addressing Ukraine as a broth-
erly country. Kiselev noted that it was senseless to blame President Yanu-
kovych’s Ukrainian government, which cooperated with Rus sia. Gudkov 
blamed the Ukrainian government for “not starting an effective dialogue with 
the protesters” (emphasis in italics mine). Kiselev compared Ukraine to Libya, 
saying: “Gaddafi was not an ideal leader, but what did the opposition do? It 
turned [the country] into a desert where tribes won der around killing each 
other . . .  the danger that such a  thing could happen with Ukraine exists.” Gud-
kov’s answer was rather surprising. He said: “I  will not argue with my oppo-
nent, as surprising as it may seem.” His statement revolved around the need 
for po liti cal dialogue, before mass protests could escalate into revolution. In 
response to this statement Solovyov said: “So with whom should the govern-
ment lead a po liti cal dialogue? With Benderovtsy,83 who say: we  will kill Jews, 
Rus sians and Poles? It  will be a  great dialogue! . . .  The dialogue could not hap-
pen with me. I am a Jew! It  will be a short dialogue.” Kiselev moved to explain 
that “unfortunately the system that emerged in Ukraine is that the incoming 
governments reproduces the vices of  the previous [government].” Kiselev con-
tinued to describe relations between the government and the oligarchs in 
Ukraine, concluding that in Ukraine every one is in opposition and “no one 
builds Ukraine.” Solovyov noted that the system in Ukraine, as explained by 
Kiselev, reminded him of  Rus sia in the 1990s. Gudkov’s response was once 
more “I absolutely agree, by the way, with my opponent, as strange as it may 
sound.”

This episode of  Poyedinok was a forceful example of  management of  pub-
lic opinion and enforcement of  the government’s discourse through imitation 
and perfidy. The objectives  were twofold: first, to blur the protesters’ po liti cal 
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affiliation, and second, to dissuade the Rus sian  people from following the ex-
ample of  the protest. Kiselev and Solovyov, two of  Rus sia’s strongest orators 
left Gudkov, himself  a seasoned speaker, with very  little room for maneuver. 
Solovyov attacked the ideological side of  the protest on Maidan Square. Al-
though the protesters in the Maidan Square  were pro- Western and demanded 
transparency and economic cooperation with Eu rope, the Rus sian Govern-
ment narrative identified the protests as an extremist nationalist- fascist move-
ment.84 This was impor tant in order to paint their cause as illegitimate and to 
warn the Rus sian public from showing understanding to their demands. It 
resurrected the 1990s discourse national idea as a dangerous periphery and 
warned the Rus sian  people that similar protests in Rus sia would generate con-
flict along national lines.

Kiselev engaged in perfidy (verolomsvo)— breaking  people’s trust in the po-
liti cal system. His aim was to undermine the rationale  behind demo cratic po-
liti cal contestation. His assertion was that po liti cal competition in Ukraine 
did not produce better and more responsible governments. Rather, successive 
governments replicated each other, making the po liti cal atmosphere uncon-
structive. The link between democracy, popu lar action, and accountability 
 were purposely weakened. Kiselev’s argument intended to sow confusion in 
the Rus sian public about their ability to better the situation through a change 
of  government. This is an impor tant technique to sway  people away from pro-
testing and trying to overturn the government.85 If   people did not believe 
that  free and fair elections brought about positive change or more account-
ability, they would lose the incentive to participate in elections or topple 
through unrest a non- democratic regime, even if  they felt that its per for mance 
was unsatisfactory. Kiselev’s words showed how blurring po liti cal terms al-
lowed the government to enhance its legitimacy. Gudkov’s response showed 
that he did not resist this system, but tried to make his arguments within the 
discursive framework set by the government—he used the term effective, 
called for avoiding revolutions and often agreed with what his opponent was 
saying.  Whether Gudkov was aware of  it or not, he allowed the blurring to 
continue, which undermined his ability to put his point across.

Crimea, February 2014

The second and third shows dedicated to Ukraine  were more restrictive in for-
mat, showing the production’s self- awareness of  ongoing erosion in its ability 
to direct and manage public opinion using the same discursive tools, in the 
heightened emergency circumstances. On 27 February, a few weeks before the 
annexation of  Crimea, the show aired in an emergency format, no longer 
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featuring two ideological opponents, but an open studio hosting public and 
po liti cal figures from Ukraine and Rus sia. The representatives from Ukraine, 
with one representative from Crimea,  were all pro- Russian to varying degrees. 
The representatives from Rus sia  were almost exclusively pro- government fig-
ures. The only prominent guest who represented a more critical line  towards 
Rus sia’s policies was Nikolai Zlobin, a Rus sian historian and journalist who 
worked and lived for many years in the US. Zlobin was critical of  the Kremlin 
in the past, but leaked US State Department cables identified him as “United 
Russia- connected.”86

The debate had not allowed even the slightest alternative view to be voiced. 
The main question was how Rus sia should respond to the supposedly illegal 
situation that emerged in Ukraine  after the toppling of  President Yanukovych. 
At the same time Solovyov underlined that the only  legal actions  were  those 
of  Crimea, which was defending itself  from the illegitimate coup in Kiev. When 
Zlobin addressed the theme of  the illegality of  potential foreign intervention 
that could undermine Ukraine’s territorial integrity, Solovyov instructively re-
sponded “now all we need to do is to understand what is meant by ‘interven-
tion.’ ” The same  legal terminology was used in Putin’s address to the Federation 
Council  after the annexation of  Crimea less than a month  later.87 In this show 
 there was frequent use of  the term Russkiy, rather than Rossiyane. By the end 
of  the show Solovyov announced: “we have una nim i ty about Crimea.”

The aim of  this program was to show a multiplicity of  voices, which  were 
similar, yet seemingly argued with each other. In many ways, this show, which 
from the start was an imitation of  an open debate, crossed the line completely 
and became a support rally for Crimea. The choice to run the show in this 
format hinted at the war- like situation that emerged in Crimea that demanded 
a display of  national unity. The chosen format was closer to the new for-
mat of  another show hosted by Solovyov since 2012 called This Eve ning 
with Vladimir Solovyov (Vecher c Vladimirom Solove’vm). In that format, the 
debate was held between several speakers and was even easier to blur po-
liti cal orientation, as the show presented multiple views, most of  which 
agreed with each other and can easily work together against selected few 
critics.

Rus sia and the West, April 2014

The third episode that aired on April 4, a few weeks  after the annexation of  
Crimea and the launching of  Western sanctions against Rus sia, focused on the 
clash between Rus sian and Western values.88 The show returned to its origi-
nal format of  a duel. The contenders  were Alexander Prokhanov, who 
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represented anti- Western nationalist opinions, and Nikolai Zlobin, who repre-
sented a pro- Western liberal line. Prokhanov identified his core value as a 
“higher Godly justice,” which was spiritual, transcendental, and divine. Zlo-
bin argued for an individualist approach, associated with the liberal West, 
where the  human and his needs  were core values. Very quickly though it 
became clear that Zlobin did not intend to represent Western values on the 
show. He retreated from defending the US, explained that he only tried to 
describe the point of  view of  the West, while he himself  “does not blame 
Rus sia . . .  [and] criticizes the US very much.” One of  the commentators on 
the show, who identified with the nationalist agenda, told Zlobin mid- show, 
“you switched sides, you should come to our side.” To make sure that the 
right ideas  were received by the public Solovyov noted by the end of  the 
show: “For me it is clear that a man without spirituality is a beast.” Solovyov 
sided with Prokhanov’s point of  view, resonating a sharp turn in govern-
ment’s line to radicalized nationalist and religious- spiritual agenda instead of  
economic development (which was expected to stall  under the pressures of  
Western sanctions). Yet, Zlobin’s cover was blown and the imitation was over.

Solovyov’s format was unable to withstand the pressures of  the turbulent 
days of  March- April 2014 in its original format. During the crisis, Poyedinok’s 
production experimented with new formats and constellations, while continu-
ing to use the techniques of  imitation and perfidy. The new formats  were evi-
dently a more appropriate for the changing po liti cal situation, where the 
blurring of  terms can be managed more easily than in a one- on- one debate. 
In fact, Tolz, together with social scientist Yuri Tepper, found that since 2014 
Rus sian tele vi sion featured a growing number of  po liti cal talk shows, which 
managed the public’s opinion for the government.89 However,  these talk shows 
featured formats that  were closer to Poyedinok’s emergency format on Crimea 
or Solovyov’s show Vecher with Vladimir Solovyov, where  there are multiple 
speakers. In a counter- intuitive twist such debates pre sent a more fertile ground 
for blurring  because  these formats do not have to pre sent two opposing views.90 
Hence, Poyedinok’s suspension in 2014 and its subsequent end in 2015 did not 
signify a failure of  Sovovyov’s efforts. On the contrary, the technique of  blur-
ring continued in a format that was perfected by Solovyov, although his original 
format had been exhausted and was no longer a useful tool to produce perfidy.

a fluid Rus sian Discourse
When Putin came to power as an Acting- President at the end of  1999, Rus sia 
was a divided society, fatigued by years of  difficult economic reforms and 
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po liti cal instability and plagued by deep social insecurity. Liberal democracy 
and a globalized  free market economy failed in the eyes of  the Rus sian  people 
to provide assurances for a better  future and became increasingly discredited. 
Putin understood the media’s crucial role in national mobilization, as a tool 
for creating a sense of  security and stability. His first step was to mobilize the 
nation to go to war in Chechnya. Contrary to the first Chechen War, which 
was seen as a failure, the war in 2000 was seen in the context of  increased se-
curity and stability, strengthening law and order and  going back to normality. 
This almost instantly won him tremendous popularity and, propelled by a 
wave of  support from wider society and the po liti cal elite. Putin became 
the most power ful man in Rus sia. In 2000 the Governor of  Novgorod region, 
Mikhail Prusak, said “all of  us together— the collective Putin.”91

Nevertheless, media discourse analy sis at that period of  Izvestia, Novaya 
Gazeta, and Vladimir Solovyov’s talk shows demonstrates that fluid Rus sianness 
continued to dominate as the experience of  national identification in Rus sia. 
National identity became one of  the most discussed issues in the Rus sian me-
dia, which echoed the government line that it was of  utmost importance for 
Rus sia. Security, effectiveness and stability, as a mean to reinstate a unified na-
tional identity, became main themes around which Putin constructed the 
government’s authorial discourse of  stability. But the content and ideas which 
the government promoted rarely diverged from what had already been dis-
cussed in the discourse on the search for a national idea in the second half  of  
the 1990s, and formed the contours of  fluid Rus sianness. Putin borrowed in-
clusive ideas— most of  which  were already floated in the media in the second 
half  of  the 1990s— like development of  the economy, themes from the shared 
Soviet history, the Rus sian language and supplementary themes of  Orthodox 
Chris tian ity. This aimed to make identification both inclusive and to supple-
ment it with specifically Rus sian themes. In fact,  under Putin the government 
served as facilitator of  a debate that had already been taking place  under 
Yeltsin.

In terms of  form, however, the debate diverged from the 1990s when dis-
cussions had an open- ended nature. The government cracked down on the  free 
press and reintroduced a Soviet discursive style that was adapted to new cir-
cumstances. The president’s authorial voice was reproduced by government 
officials, public figures, and journalists. It was individualized and stylized to 
create a discourse describing life in Rus sia as more stable and secure. Similar 
to the Soviet hypernormalisation of  language, the reproduction of  the gov-
ernment discourse and the authorial voice under gone a performative shift, 
where repre sen ta tions increasingly dominated social life.  These  were imita-
tions that allowed the government to manage public opinion and to gain 
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popularity. However, as the Rus sian society transformed in the post- Soviet 
period, Soviet discursive techniques needed further adaptation. One such ad-
aptation was that public opinion was increasingly managed through tele-
vised broadcasts.

In this period, the government relied more heavi ly on tele vi sion, which 
gained popularity in the 1990s, to construct the discourse. For tele vi sion to be 
useful for the regime it had to be in ter est ing—it had to feature a debate, to 
be provocative, and imitate a po liti cal discussion. This was exactly what was 
done in the talk show Poyedinok. The show’s format represented  free speech 
and liberal agenda, but it served very well illiberal values and managed public 
opinion to accept the government’s agenda. Putting up this imitation was nec-
essary. Other wise, the sender- receiver mechanism would not have worked 
 because  people would have switched off. In Poyedinok, discursive techniques of  
imitation made truth and lies irrelevant categories. The moderator, Solovyov, 
actively undermined or passively allowed  others to undermine clear concep-
tions and terms. This was not a  simple lie, it was perfidy— verolomsvo. It was the 
undermining of   people’s trust in their own ability to comprehend the world 
and to act in it. In this discursive atmosphere of  deep distrust, public opinion 
could be managed in a direction favorable for the regime.

This success and popularity of  the regime’s discursive and performative 
mechanisms can at least partially be attributed to the profound shortcomings 
of  the po liti cal and economic system that Rus sia embraced in the 1990s and 
the discourse of  flexibility that accompanied it. Giddens noted that one of  the 
results of  anxiety, caused by disruption of  routines and lack of  ontological se-
curity, was to identify with a strong leader.92 Bauman added that the fragmen-
tation of  social institutions and the demand for flexibility precipitate the rise 
of  charismatic authoritarian leaders, who promised the public to protect them 
in return for some of  their rights.93 Hence, Putin’s success in the re introduction 
of  the authorial voice can be seen as a phenomenon that is embedded in the 
late modern real ity. This was an au then tic rejection of  the insecurities that glo-
balization brought about. Once  people are being left on their own, with un-
certain identities and in ever- changing real ity, they seek security in the form 
of  charismatic authoritarian leaders whose authorial voice can help them make 
sense of  real ity.

However, this mechanism had its limitations. In the late modern context 
of  freer media and faster means of  communication, the use of  the authorial 
voice and the per for mances that accompanied it did not produce the same 
sense of  normality as it did late- Soviet times. Despite government control over 
the media, it could not silence all the voices, and the discourse on Rus sian na-
tional identification remained a polylogue, in which many voices, including 
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the government’s, interacted with each other. Within this polylogue a counter- 
discourse developed, which criticized the government’s efforts in construct-
ing national identification and pointed the fallacies spoken by the authorial 
voice. Hence, the secure and stable uniformity of  language that was formed 
in late- Soviet times could not be achieved.

Moreover, cracks started to appear on what seems to be the most heinous 
internal tension and self- destructive ele ment of  this mechanism, where increas-
ing the sense of  stability was achieved by undermining the very essence of  
politics. Early in Putin’s presidency, the Rus sian liberal pollster Yuri Levada said 
that Putin “is a mirror in which every body,  whether communist or demo crat, 
sees what he wants and hopes to see.”94 This style where every one saw what 
they want to see had exacerbated the sense of  instability. A system that relied 
on the dissemination of  mistrust and manipulation of   people by undermin-
ing their trust and presenting politics as a series of  deceptions can only work 
for so long. It undermined the ability of  the opposition— Gozman, Gudkov, 
or Nadezhdin—to question the government discourse, but it also created a per-
sis tent sense of  instability and did not resolve the sense of  loss in the society. 
By 2011–2013, the flaws within the government discourse of  stability, which 
made  people feel the very opposite of  stable,  were crystallized.

The government’s effort to  counter  these challenges  were revolved around 
the annexation of  Crimea and the war in East Ukraine. Solovyov became a 
commanding general in what the director of  Levada- Centre, Lev Gudkov, 
characterized as the “ battle between tele vi sion and the refrigerator”— the 
tension between deteriorating living conditions in Rus sia and the govern-
ment’s call for ideological patriotic mobilization.95 Solovyov demonstrated 
professional mastery in managing public opinion in crisis by experimenting 
with new formats, such as multi- participant shows. For his contribution dur-
ing  these years Soloviev was rewarded and despite Poyedinok’s suspension So-
lovyov became a key figure in the Rus sian media.96 Indeed, tele vi sion helped 
the Rus sian government to withstand the stresses of  2011–2014 and salvage 
Putin’s popularity.97 However, several years  after the heightened patriotic 
feelings around the annexation of  Crimea, the mobilization drive stalled and 
alienation dominated the Rus sian polls.98 Meanwhile, dis plea sure grew on-
line, in the evolving and expanding Russian- speaking cyberspace— Runet— 
and among the younger generation of  Rus sians.99 This resentment by young 
Rus sians manifested itself  in ongoing po liti cal protests in the late-2010s and 
early 2020s.

It is impor tant to note that the discursive mechanisms in the Rus sian me-
dia and on Poyedinok  were not an ahistorical, exceptional acts,  limited to the 
Rus sian experience. Surprisingly for Westerners, the use of  reflexive tools to 
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create a government discourse in authoritarian states through imitating sup-
posedly liberal formats was fairly easy. This was the case since tele vi sion pro-
duction in the West was already based on the pretense of  freedom. Tele vi sion 
studios  were producing versions of  real ity that  were carefully designed to imi-
tate  free speech and open- ended discussions. Virtual politics  were not re-
stricted to Rus sia or the former Soviet Union. As Fairclough noted in his 
analy sis of  British po liti cal talk shows, this format relies on creating a certain 
pretense.100 The craft of  the talk show moderator is to create a facade of  a 
frank, private, and often even intimate conversation, that is also light and en-
tertaining. This is far from what is happening in the studios and both the host 
and the guests do not treat it as a  free and open conversation, but a virtual 
expression of  freedom of  speech.101 Hence, Putin did not constitute a com-
plete roll- back of  global trends. Rather this virtuality has been subverted in 
Rus sia, using late- Soviet discursive techniques, for illiberal ends.

Hence, the examples from this chapter can be instructive of  a much wider 
phenomenon in the late modern world. The En glish documentarist, Adam 
Curtis, who explained President Trump’s victory, borrowed Yurchak’s term 
“hypernormalisation” as the name and theme of  his film. He made a specific 
reference to the type of  manipulation that developed in Rus sia, as very simi-
lar to the discourse that developed in the US on Trump’s campaign. He noted 
that the Kremlin  under Putin, and specifically Vladislav Surkov, understood 
that “the version of  real ity that politics [in the West] presented to the  people 
was no longer believable . . .  that you can play with real ity constantly shifting 
and changing and in the pro cess, undermine and weaken the old forms of  
power.”102 Understanding  these late modern realities in Rus sia allow us both 
to narrate the Rus sian story as part of  a broader late modern globalized con-
text and to enrich the Western understanding of  late modernity with exam-
ples from Rus sia.
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National calendars represent a collectively 
 imagined past (memorable events, historic dates), projected  future ( Judgment 
Day, redemption), and how socie ties perceive their pre sent social essence.1 
They stand, according to the German historian Reinhart Koselleck, at the in-
tersection of  biological time and social- historical time and “punctuate social 
life.”2 During the punctuations of  time—on holidays— individuals perform cer-
tain practices that the sociologist Emil Durkheim described as repetitive acts 
that reinforce values and beliefs and reaffirm identity.3 This makes national cal-
endars related to both the conception of  time and the practical dimension of  
individual agency— how individuals act in the social world and by  doing so con-
struct identification.

In post- Soviet Rus sia something seemed broken in the functions of  the 
national calendar. On June 12, 1991, Yeltsin declared the sovereignty of  RS-
FSR. The date was acknowledged as a national holiday and psychologically 
was meant to distinguish between the Soviet and post- Soviet periods, as 
well as to celebrate Rus sia’s in de pen dence and transformation to democracy. 
Yet in the post- Soviet period, only 1–3   percent of  respondents to Levada- 
Center polls named it the most impor tant holiday (see  table 3). Even by 1999, 
28  percent of  respondents did not know what holiday fell on June 12.4 This 
could not have happened in previous periods. In nineteenth- century Rus sia, 
 there would not have been a person who identified as a Rus sian and who 

Chapter 5

From the Soviet Calendar 
to Rus sian Calendars
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missed Orthodox Easter (Pascha), and in Soviet times, masses of   people par-
ticipated in November  7 and May  1 cele brations. So what went wrong in 
post- Soviet Rus sia?

This chapter argues that the difficulties experienced in the formation of  a 
unified post- Soviet Rus sian calendar  were tied to the temporal context of  late 
modernity. Several scholars have provided theoretical explanations for this phe-
nomenon. Koselleck attributed complications in the collective memory to 
the fact that modernity removed the certainty of  a prophetic  future— Judgment 
Day—in  favor of  a less certain scientific prognosis.5 And if  the  future was 

 Table 3 Which of  the following holidays is the most impor tant for you? (%)

1992 1998 2000 2002 2004 2005 2010 2012 2014 2015 2016 2017

December 31, Novy God 79 82 81 79 83 81 78 81 76 80 83 77

Birthdays of  relatives 
and close friends

41 38 34 28 35 30 37 36 48 44 44 46

May 9, Victory Day 25 29 34 30 29 32 36 33 36 42 38 43

Your birthday 43 37 37 37 30 31 33 39 43 42 41 38

Pascha 30 29 32 26 23 28 31 29 33 27 25 25

January 7, Orthodox 
Christmas

18 23 16 19 22 26 19 19 20 15 15 17

March 8, International 
 Women’s Day

17 28 23 27 20 23 18 20 18 19 19 16

February 23, Day  
of  the Defender  
of  the Fatherland

‒* ‒* ‒* 12 10 12 9 12 12 10 10 11

Your saint’s name day ‒* ‒* ‒* 2 3 2 4 2 5 4 5 5

May 1, Spring and  Labor 
Holiday

5 5 5 13 8 6 4 6 6 7 6 5

Wedding anniversary – * – * – * 4 4 5 2 5 6 3 3 4

January 14, Old Novy 
God 

– * – * – * – * – * – * – * – * – * – * – * 4

Kurban- Bayran  
(Eid El- Adha) 

– * – * – * 3 2 3 3 3 3 5 3 3

June 12, Rus sia Day 1 2 2 3 3 3 3 3 1 3 2 2

November 4, Day  
of  National Unity 

‒* ‒* ‒* ‒* ‒* ‒* 1 1 1 1 ≤1 1

Rus sian Constitution Day ‒* 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 ≤1 1 1 1

December 25, Catholic 
Christmas 

‒* ‒* ‒* ‒* ‒* 1 1 1 1 1 ≤1 ≤1

Difficult to answer 6 2 3 2 2 2 2 ≤1 1 1 2 2

Number of  respondents 1,834 1,600 1,600 1,600 1,600 1,600 1,600 800 800 800 800 1600

Source: Levada- Center.
Note: Answers are ranked in descending order; hence, the total sum exceeds 100  percent.

*Option not included in the poll.
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uncertain, so was the past and the pre sent. In late modernity, this was further 
complicated, as prognosis became ever more obscure.6

Pierre Bourdieu’s Outline of  a Theory of  Practice and Anthony Giddens’s 
structuration theory informed this prob lem from the perspective of  practices 
and social power relations. They argued that practices are reproduced in the 
interaction between individual agency and the social system (the state, the re-
ligious community).7 In late modernity, Giddens noted,  there was a systemic 
power shift  toward individual agency, while the state withdrew from the mono-
poly over the production of  ideology (and thus prognoses of  the  future). In 
this temporal context,  people became more empowered to choose which holi-
days they celebrated and how. Hence, as opposed to Durkheim’s understand-
ing of  holiday rituals that bound communities, the sociologist Amitai Etzioni 
noted that holidays do not only unify the community.8 In late modernity, holi-
days often become contested, and competing calendars emerge.

This chapter shows that as Rus sia entered the late modern era, it experi-
enced the obscurity of  the  future and shift of  power  toward individual agency, 
which resulted in multiple and competing calendars. Yet this experience of  
fragmentation of  the calendar had ele ments that  were tied to the collapse of  
the Soviet Union and to Rus sian history, culture, and religion. Hence, this chap-
ter evaluates  whether the Rus sian national calendar denoted identification 
that matched the framework of  fluid Rus sianness, as an inclusive and flexible 
late modern identification with supplementing cultural and ethnic Rus sian 
ele ments.

To that end, this chapter begins by considering the Soviet calendar, which 
was dominated by modernist thinking with a prognosis of  a utopian  future 
set as “the radiant  future of  communist society” (in Rus sian, svetloye budush-
cheye kommunisticheskogo obshchestva). The analy sis considers the social impli-
cations of  the removal of  the Soviet calendar and looks at pro cesses of  
fragmentation of  the national calendar in the 1990s  under Yeltsin’s govern-
ment. The chapter looks at how the Rus sian national calendar and its prac-
tices  were transforming from the collapse of  the Soviet Union  until Putin came 
to power; what kind of  practices developed in Rus sia; and  whether they rep-
resented a specific type of  identification.

In this analy sis the chapter focuses on the practical dimension of  individual 
agency (unlike previous chapters, which focused on legislative and discursive 
dimensions). It illustrates how individuals themselves construct identifications 
in late modernity in the specific cultural context. To illustrate  these experi-
ences, the chapter uses diverse primary materials, such as opinion polls con-
ducted by the Levada- Center and VTSIOM, entries from blogging platforms, 
and materials gathered on several research trips to Rus sia in 2013–2017.
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the soviet Calendar
Before examining the post- Soviet annual calendar and its practices, it is impor-
tant to sketch the Soviet annual system of  holidays and its practices, since 
they  were a  mental and emotional departure point for many Rus sians and in-
formed the post- Soviet experience in two ways. First, the Soviet national cal-
endar had a deeply modernist logic, in how it structured the past and projected 
a prognosis of  the  future. This produced an internally logical understanding 
of  historical time within which Soviet  people could form a comprehensive 
world view. In comparison to the Soviet calendar, late modern calendars are 
far more fragmented. Second, as Bourdieu’s practice theory suggests, despite 
the authoritarian nature of  the Soviet state, the practices of  the calendar  were 
not an entirely top- down pro cess. Especially in the late- Soviet period, they ac-
quired personal meaning for Soviet citizens. In this period, individuals could 
perform practices of  the calendar and feel secure about their position in the 
society and identification with the collective Soviet group.9 Hence, the Soviet 
calendar was not an annual set of  practices that was forced on the population 
but part of  a social system that provided anchoring and a basis for predictable 
social interactions between the state and the public and between individuals.

The Soviet set of  holidays represented a Marxist- Leninist interpretation of  
history. By the 1980s,  there  were eight national holidays: Red Army Day (Feb-
ruary 23), International  Women’s Day (March 8), Cosmonautics Day (April 12), 
International  Labor Day (May 1), Victory Day (May 9), Anniversary of  the 
 Great Socialist Revolution (November 7), Day of  the Constitution (October 7), 
and Novy God (New Year’s Eve, December 31). Out of   those, Red Army Day 
and Cosmonautics Day  were not days of  rest, while on International  Labor 
Day and the Anniversary of  the  Great Socialist Revolution, Soviet citizens re-
ceived two days of  rest.10 For Novy God, the day off  work was designated 
January 1. In addition,  there  were professional celebratory days, for instance, 
Teacher’s Day (first Sunday of  October), which  were not days of  rest. Each of  
 these holidays symbolized an understanding of  historical time and was posi-
tioned in relation to the bright communist  future.

The most impor tant state holiday that symbolized a breakthrough in com-
munist history was the anniversary of  the October Revolution— November 7. 
As the Soviet rhyme went: “den’ sed’mogo noyabrya— krasnyy den’ kalen-
darya” (November  7 is the red day of  the calendar). It divided history be-
tween the tsarist and Soviet eras, celebrated the Bolshevik military victory in 
the civil war, and projected the  future victory of  achieving a worldwide com-
munist utopia. A military parade was held in Red Square, and demonstrations 
took place in cities.  People who worked in large state companies and factories 
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and members of  the Komsomol— the Soviet youth organ ization— were re-
quired to march in the pro cession with red flags, ribbons, red carnations, and 
balloons.11 Despite the state- sanctioned manner with which the holiday was 
conducted,  people remember that the festive public atmosphere was often ac-
companied by voluntary cele brations— families with  children went to watch 
the parade, and cele brations continued in private settings at home and among 
friends with merriment and drinks.

The detachment from deep ideological meanings of  Soviet holidays like No-
vember 7 was reinforced in the late- Soviet period. In the mid-1960s, the So-
viet statesman and unofficial Communist Party ideologue Mikhail Suslov 
announced the time of  “real socialism” (real’nyy sotsializm).12 At that time, citi-
zens’ adherence to Marxist- Leninist ideology was assumed but, at the same 
time, was not aggressively required by the state. As Yurchak described,  people 
who participated in the parades on May Day (May 1) and the Anniversary of  
October Revolution (November 7) viewed them as ritualized per for mances and 
“paid  little attention to the slogans.”13 This did not mean that  these rituals  were 
insignificant. Yurchak noted that “participating in  these acts reproduced one-
self  as a ‘normal’ Soviet person,” bearing the possibility that  later one would 
engage in activities that ran contrary to  these acts.14 Hence, on Soviet holi-
days like November 7, citizens often made performative acts without attach-
ing ideological meaning to them. Even if  one did not feel attached to the 
specific day, the festive atmosphere dictated certain practices, which, once per-
formed, encouraged the sense of  belonging to the Soviet in- group.

Cosmonautics Day, which celebrated Yuri Gagarin’s space flight, did not 
have popu lar practices but had a strong resonance in both the official and per-
sonal spheres. For the Soviet state, this holiday symbolized a victory over the 
United States in the space race. Moreover, Gagarin’s flight was no regular vic-
tory. It was a scientific victory, the peak of  Soviet modernist admiration of  
science. It was a reification of  the Soviet promise of  a bright communist  future, 
when the Soviet state would reach the stars through scientific pro gress. Yet 
this holiday transcended top- down Soviet propaganda and channeled personal 
identifications with the Soviet group. As Yurchak noted, the promise of  a bright 
 future around images of  Soviet cosmonauts produced a sincere and very pleas-
ant sense of  belonging among the Soviet  people.15 This was evident in post- 
Soviet recollections. The Nobel laureate Svetlana Alexievich wrote: “My  father 
would say that he personally started to believe in communism  after Gagarin 
went into space.  We’re the first! We can do anything! That’s how my  mother 
raised us.”16 A post- Soviet history magazine, Istorik, reminisced about the day 
of  Gagarin’s landing: “[We] believed in a man, believed in science that could 
improve the world. [We] believed in pro gress, that tomorrow would open new 
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horizons, unheard of  opportunities.”17  These recollections pointed to the im-
portance of  a collective vision of  the  future for generating identification. In 
post- soviet Rus sia, Gagarin’s portraits can still be spotted.

Military Soviet holidays also evolved over time and acquired specific mean-
ings for Soviet citizens, which sometimes diverged from state ideology. In the 
militarized Soviet society, the armed forces  were celebrated, in addition to No-
vember 7, also on Red Army Day (February 23, when Leon Trotsky estab-
lished the Red Army) and on Victory Day (May 9). But by the late Soviet era, 
Red Army Day, which originally had a clear militarized message, had turned 
into a gender- based holiday that celebrated manhood. Although about a mil-
lion  women served in the Soviet Army in the Second World War, in 1945 they 
 were rapidly demobilized, excluded from the military, and required by the state 
to perform the dual social role of   mother and worker.18 Mandatory male con-
scription meant that  after the war, the military was associated with manhood, 
which was in turn militarized. On Red Army Day, wives and  children greeted 
husbands and  fathers with pre sents and cards. Thematically, it corresponded 
more with International  Women’s Day rather than with Victory Day, as both 
reinforced Soviet conservative gender roles.19

International  Women’s Day had been celebrated in tsarist Rus sia sporadi-
cally since 1913 as one of  the Bolshevik’s days of  protest. It gained a promi-
nent place in the postrevolutionary Soviet calendar partly  because it sparked 
the February 1917 revolution.20 Yet its practices evolved over time together 
with  women’s changing roles in society. In the 1930s,  after the early revolu-
tionary liberating policies, patriarchal hegemony was reinstated to stop the 
falling birth rates and social fragmentation caused by years of  revolution 
and civil war.21  Women’s integration into the workforce continued and was as-
sisted by the provision of  childcare facilities and communal dining.22 This hap-
pened in private settings, too, as the Soviet cookbook The Book of  Tasty and 
Healthy Food noted: “It is necessary to create a habit in the population and a taste 
for the semi- finished products. . . .   These products . . .  expand the  woman’s re-
lease from domestic work for more productive and creative work.”23 In this time 
the image of  the Soviet  woman as a worker and a  mother was formed.24 Inter-
national  Women’s Day remained a working day, and  women  were greeted with 
flowers and pre sents by male colleagues in professional settings.

During the “real socialism” of  the 1960s, greater state resources  were shifted 
from the communal to the private realm, and the  family played an ever greater 
role.25 As part of  this trend, in 1965 International  Women’s Day became a non-
working day, which had implications for its social function.26 The fact that 
 women  were no longer celebrated at work but at home represented a societal 
shift in  women’s position— from the laboring  women to the 1970s–1980s female 
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image as beautiful and revered.27 The holiday was celebrated by giving  women 
gifts, choco lates, and spring flowers (mimosas). Men sometimes took upon 
themselves to perform some domestic roles, but  women often complained 
that a day off  work meant another day of  domestic work.  These practices 
reinforced conservative gender roles and tried to manage tensions in a society 
where gender equality had stalled. But the late- Soviet society of  the 1970s–
1980s was also a more secure experience. The growing personal sphere made 
it pos si ble to live outside of  big ideologies and politics, which Yurchak de-
scribed as “living lightly” (zhili legko) or living “outside” (vne).28 Hence, gender- 
based cele brations like Army Day and International  Women’s Day now acquired 
a strong personal side, a day when  people greeted their loved ones in the pri-
vate realm, without the interference of  the state and without adhering to 
po liti cal ideas.

Victory Day (Den’ Pobedy, May  9) practices also evolved over time and 
became fixed in Brezhnev- era “real socialism.”29  After 1945, Victory Day was 
not a public holiday. Veterans marked it in smaller circles by visiting cemeter-
ies. Stalin wanted to diminish the memory of  the war for a variety of  reasons, 
not the least  because of  the millions who died due to his stern military ap-
proach. The only statewide cele brations  were after- dark fireworks.30 Victory 
Day only became a nonworking day (like International  Women’s Day) in 1965, 
and a military parade took place, which also symbolized a shift in its narrative 
and meaning.

The practices of  Victory Day went beyond the cele bration of  a military vic-
tory to a broader articulation of  a collective pan- Soviet identification. Yearly 
cele brations did not include a military parade (except on the anniversaries in 
1965 and 1985), but party leaders paid their re spects at the Tomb of  Unknown 
Soldier in diff er ent cities; veterans marched on the main streets and afterwards 
met in parks, danced to  music, and  were greeted by  children with flowers.31 
 These practices  were performed in the public sphere and  were followed me-
ticulously. This qualified as what the historians Eric Hobsbawm and Terence 
Ranger called “in ven ted traditions,” since they  were fairly recent rituals that 
 were laden with deep historical meaning.32 They symbolized the Brezhnev- 
era narrative, which was a story about suffering and perseverance that circum-
vented Stalin’s role and focused on the veterans.33 The veterans became 
symbols of  unity between government and  people and between the Soviet 
Union’s diff er ent nationalities and ethnicities.34 The young generation was ex-
pected to pay the mythic debt owed to the heroism of  veterans and to the 
Soviet  people. It was not the  simple cele bration of  a military victory, but as 
the Soviet song “Den’ Pobedy” (Victory Day) says, “it is joy with tears in our 
eyes” (“eto radost’ so slezami na glazakh”). It also inserted a strong personal 
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ele ment into the cele brations, when the celebrating veterans  were often  family 
members, colleagues, or teachers.

Another holiday that symbolized most late- Soviet gravitation to the per-
sonal sphere was Novy God (New Year’s Eve, December 31), which was non-
religious and nonideological and was celebrated at home or with one’s closest 
 family and friends. Novy God practices  were nascently formed in the mid-
1930s.  After the revolution, the Bolsheviks wanted to get rid of  the bourgeois 
and religious traditions of  Christmas and New Year’s Eve— the fir tree (yëlka), 
 Father Frost (Rus sian Santa Claus), and gift exchanges— and in 1929 the fir tree 
was banned.35 But by the 1930s, the needs of  the Soviet state  were changing, 
and Novy God came to serve the Stalinist return to  family values.36 The evo-
lution of  Novy God practices was also tied to the state’s changing approaches 
 toward consumerism and food. Since the mid-1930s, the Soviet state ended 
food rationing and encouraged urban elites to develop a new type of  consum-
erism to boost industry.37 Through books and magazines, it guided new So-
viet urbanites (specifically  women) on how to consume, cook, serve, and 
celebrate in a modern, rational, and Soviet manner.38As part of   these trends, 
in 1935 the fir tree was rehabilitated, together with  Father Frost and gift ex-
changes, and Novy God became a nonreligious tradition and a  children’s win-
ter festival. It emerged as a nationwide cele bration in private gatherings, 
banquets, festivals, decorations, and theater and circus shows.39

In the 1950s–1980s, the state further promoted themes of  abundance and 
Soviet consumerism, and Novy God food practices  were consolidated. The 
holiday menu became fixed with staples that reflected the desire to pre sent a 
plentiful  table, as part of  the state’s promotion of  abundance, but also adapted 
to Soviet realities of  food shortages.40 The codified celebratory menu included 
Oliv’ye or meat salad (salat Oliv’ye or myasnoy salat), fish in marinade, seledka 
pod shuboy salad (literally, “herring  under a fur coat”), caviar, Soviet champagne, 
wine, spirits, citrus fruit, choco lates, and cakes. The 1952 edition of  The Book 
of  Tasty and Healthy Food expressed the desire to pre sent newly achieved culi-
nary richness and thus for the first time had a special section that taught how 
to set a festive  table, with an accompanying photo.41 Although this book fea-
tured ingredients that  were unavailable to the public, it also had  recipes that 
 were simpler versions of  pre- Soviet dishes as substitutes for the holiday menu. 
For instance, Oliv’ye salad was a French dish that originally included smoked 
quail eggs, shrimp, and crab meat.42 The Book of  Tasty and Healthy Food had a 
simpler version of  meat or sausage salad, which also included potatoes, cu-
cumbers, celery, cornichons, apple, and mayonnaise.43  These  recipes, and 
the colorful photos that accompanied them, provided demonstrations for 
how to celebrate in the private realm in a Soviet manner. It was an impor tant 
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expression of  belonging that went beyond a mere cele bration of  the New 
Year. It was a type of  normality that was both collectively Soviet (every body 
celebrating at the same time the passage of  time), as well as personal (cele-
brating with one’s  family and friends and in one’s own apartment).

Starting in the 1960s, tele vi sion became an impor tant vehicle for dissemi-
nating Novy God practices. In the most practical way, tele vi sion provided 
 people with information about when the new year commenced (midnight), 
and it also created demonstrations of  Novy God cele brations.44 On Decem-
ber 31, besides the address by the general secretary of  the Communist Party, 
Soviet tele vi sion broadcast holiday variety shows and New Year’s films. The 
most famous entertainment show was Goluboii Ogonek, which started broad-
casting in 1962, with the New Year’s Eve broadcast being the most impor tant.45 
The show featured a concert, which was a Soviet carnival where strict social 
hierarchy was broken in  favor of  light entertainment  music, and humoristic 
per for mances.46 Importantly, the setting of  Goluboii Ogonek was that of  a café 
with  little festive  tables around which members of  the Soviet elite gathered 
(actors, musicians, cosmonauts, and representatives of  the national republics).47 
 These small  tables practically demonstrated the Soviet festive  table and the 
practice of  small- scale private gatherings during the holiday. On a deeper level, 
this show presented the evolving social essence of  a society that was moving 
 toward a settled apo liti cal order, in which the personal sphere (celebrating 
around a small  table) and nonideological life (spending time with friends, en-
joying  music and humor)  were a formative experience of  belonging to the 
in- group.

In addition to TV shows, the New Year’s movie developed as a tele vi sion 
genre that was consumed during Novy God cele brations at home. The most 
popu lar Soviet New Year’s movie was Ironiya sud’by, ili S logkim parom! (The 
irony of  fate, or enjoy your bath!) (1976). The film also became a demonstra-
tion of  practices and channeled a certain projection of  social realities in the 
late- Soviet period. It tells the story of  two single  people, Zhenia and Nadia. 
Zhenia, intoxicated  after a pre‒Novy God cele bration at the bath house (banya) 
in Moscow, accidently boards a flight to Leningrad. Not realizing that he is in 
a diff er ent city, he tries to get home but ends up in Nadia’s apartment, who 
lives at the same address as him but in Leningrad.

The movie was mildly critical of  Soviet uniformity, but at the same time it 
was a personal and touching love story. It began with “In bygone days when 
someone found themselves in a strange city, he felt lost and alone. . . .  But it’s 
all diff er ent now. A person comes to a strange city and feels at home  there. . . .  
All staircases look the same . . .  standard apartments furnished with standard 
furniture and standard locks cut into featureless doors.” Yet amid the Soviet 
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uniformity of  large apartment buildings and standard keylocks (Zhenia man-
aged to open Nadiya’s apartment in Leningrad using his key from Moscow), 
 there was the possibility for magically meeting someone special. The film takes 
place within Soviet apartments, around kitchen  tables, living- room sofas, and 
the festive Novy God  table, underlining the importance of  the personal sphere 
in  people’s lives.48 Nadia’s Novy God  table, like the festive  table in The Book of  
Tasty and Healthy Food and the small  tables in Goluboii Ogonek, demonstrated 
the practice of  Novy God and a repre sen ta tion of  Soviet identification. This 
was an articulation of  life where state- sanctioned uniformity still left enough 
space, even the literal space of  an apartment or a kitchen  table, for  people’s 
personal miracles.

Soviet holiday practices exhibited a specific type of  identification that de-
veloped in the late- Soviet era. The Soviet state provided a strongly established 
and well- settled annual set of  practices with a strong internal logic. Each holi-
day channeled ideological meaning, ordered the past, and projected the radi-
ant Soviet  future. It was clear which practices the state expected individuals 
to perform. But in the late- Soviet period, the fact that society was defined as 
having achieved socialism allowed individuals to build personal lives and iden-
tify as Soviet citizens without strongly adhering to the ideology. Hence, by 
the late- Soviet era, practices had a new nonideological meaning of  belonging. 
The personal sphere that was encouraged by the state and was evident in holi-
day practices was a projection of  the nonideological social essence and iden-
tification as normal (Soviet)  people. This personal sphere was physical, in the 
form of  an apartment, and metaphysical in the form of  living lightly and be-
ing vne (outside). Hence, cele brations that had strong personal components, 
like International  Women’s Day, and specifically Novy God, in fact channeled 
a sense of  belonging that was quite stable and secure for the late- Soviet 
generation.

post- soviet national Calendars in the 1990s
The collapse of  the Soviet state shattered the feelings of  belonging and sense 
of  security that stemmed from the practices of  the Soviet calendar. In Sep-
tember 1992, the Rus sian government designated seven all- national public holi-
days: New Year’s cele brations ( January 1–2), Orthodox Christmas ( January 7, 
which was the only religious day of  rest), International  Women’s Day (March 8), 
May 1–2 renamed from International Worker’s Solidarity Day to Spring and 
 Labor Day, Victory Day (May 9), Day of  Declaration of  State Sovereignty of  
the Rus sian Federation ( June 12), and Anniversary of  the October Revolution 
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(November 7).49 While the post- Soviet calendar kept a certain skeleton of  
 Soviet holidays, as five out of  seven national holidays  were Soviet holidays, 
they  stopped serving the same social purpose. Without the Soviet ideology to 
order the past and proj ect the  future, celebrating  these holidays became il-
logical and no longer served as unifying and binding events for the national 
in- group. This opened a large vacuum for creating new ways of  life in Rus sia. 
It was not clear which direction this new experience would take.

The new Rus sian government, led by Boris Yeltsin, anchored Rus sia’s de-
velopment to a neoliberal free- market economy, but it had no clear prognosis 
of  what its  future would look like. New po liti cal elites argued for re spect for 
plurality of  practices and against the production of  a new ideological set of  
values.50 Consequently, they did not attempt to generate an ideology that 
would guide life in place of  the defunct Soviet calendar, a task that was left to 
the individuals themselves. Hence, the disintegration of  the national calendar 
was not only the result of  the collapse of  the Soviet system but also of  the 
embrace of  new neoliberal and late modern forms of  thinking of  the new gov-
ernment and elites.

In the absence of  new collective frames of  reference, three parallel sets 
of  holidays emerged in Russia— political holidays, personal- local holidays, and 
Orthodox Christian religious holidays. The first set— political holidays— 
included old Soviet po liti cal holidays, which  after the collapse of  Soviet ideology 
acquired new and contested meanings, and new demo cratic holidays. This, 
apart from resulting from the collapse of  the Soviet Union, was also in line 
with the late modern trend where holidays become contested, as po liti cal 
memory becomes more pluralistic and open to diff er ent interpretations. The 
second set consisted of  personal and local holidays that had a strong appeal in 
post- Soviet Rus sia, while the third  were from the religious Orthodox Chris-
tian calendar, promoted by the Rus sian Orthodox Church, which channeled 
ethnic Rus sian exclusivist identification and could suggest a return to a more 
solid exclusivist identity.

The Po liti cal Calendar

The commemoration of  historical holidays was particularly problematic, as 
they  were tied to the evaluation of  the past and to the construction of  collec-
tive memory.  After the demise of  Soviet ideology, memory became one of  the 
most complex and contested issues in Rus sian society. Nascent Rus sian civil 
society was overwhelmed with newly declassified historical documents, which 
became the basis for completely opposite interpretations of  the past. The 
scholar Nurit Schleifman describes it in the following way: “At pre sent it is 
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impossible to talk about a dominant Rus sian memory. The meaning of  Rus-
sia’s past, or rather its narrative, is in a pro cess of  continuous deconstruction, 
reshaping and negotiation by vari ous social and po liti cal groupings.”51

Giddens’s structuration theory can explain this pro cess as a result of  the 
collapse of  the Soviet social system and the empowerment of  individuals’ 
agency to decide which practices they wanted to reproduce and how to per-
form them. This resulted in competing interpretations of  commemorative 
days, as  people  were deciding for themselves how to interpret historical events. 
In this situation, holidays  stopped performing the Durkheimian purpose of  
binding communities together. Instead, memory, remembrance, and com-
memoration as a po liti cal practice became an arena for po liti cal contestation. 
Yet this contestation of  memory had a distinct sense of  Rus sianness, since it 
was a result of  the imperial and authoritarian collapse that precipitated the 
reevaluation of  Rus sian history.

 There  were three main po liti cal holidays in 1990s Russia— Victory Day 
(May 9), the Anniversary of  the October Revolution (November 7), and Rus-
sian In de pen dence Day ( June 12).

Victory Day (May 9), which emerged as a popu lar post- Soviet memorial and 
po liti cal holiday, did not escape controversy and contestation of  memory. In 
the post- Soviet calendar, according to the Levada- Center, in 1992 Victory Day 
ranked the fifth most impor tant holiday for Rus sians (third, excluding personal 
holidays like birthdays), and by 1998 it became the fourth most popu lar holi-
day, in public holidays second only to Novy God.  After the collapse of  the So-
viet ideology and hence the Brezhnev- era narrative of  victory, liberals, 
communists, and nationalists competed over the articulation of  the meaning 
of  this day.52 This was extremely detrimental for the practice of  this holiday, 
 because in Brezhnev’s era it was performed in the public sphere and led by 
official figures. In an atmosphere of  discord and contestation, it was unclear 
how the holiday should be performed.

In 1992–1994, a series of  competing practices undermined the holiday’s uni-
fying capability. Liberals contested the memory of  victory on grounds of  

 Table 4 Which of  the following holidays is the most impor tant for you? (%)

1992 1998 2000

May 9, Victory Day 25 29 34

June 12, Rus sian In de pen dence Day 1 2 2

November 7, Anniversary of  the October Revolution ‒ 7 ‒

Source: Levada- Center.
Note: Partial results; for full results, see  table 3.
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tragic details of  the  human price of  victory that had been silenced in Soviet 
times but emerged during glasnost and in the post- Soviet period. For instance, 
in 1992 members of  the Supreme Soviet inquired about Rus sians who fought 
in the allied armies, usually escapees from German POW camps. Upon return-
ing to the Soviet Union, they  were labeled enemies of  the  people and in-
terned in camps  until Stalin’s death. Yeltsin wanted to distance the memory 
of  the war from militaristic themes and focus rather on peaceful memories.53 
Instead of  events at the Tomb of  Unknown Soldier near Red Square, he de-
cided to pay re spects on Poklonnaya Gora (outside the city center) and return 
to the center  later to personally greet veterans.54 But the communists and na-
tionalists perceived this contestation of  the Soviet narrative as an attempt to 
undermine the memory of  national achievements. The communist news-
paper Trudovaya Moskva (Workers’ Moscow) wrote: “False demo crats robbed 
the  people of  [their] victory.”55 Rumors spread that communists and national-
ists planned violent clashes in central Moscow to protest Yeltsin.56 This fear 
partly materialized when communist protesters tried to block Yeltsin’s route 
from Poklonnaya Gora back to the Kremlin.57 This undermined the sense of  
unity that this holiday had channeled in Soviet times, as this contestation left 
public spaces in disarray.

In 1993–1994, the po liti cal discord around Victory Day intensified, when a 
series of  competing ceremonies  were held on the same day in Moscow. Yelt-
sin and government officials held ceremonies on Poklonnaya Gora, while op-
position leaders conducted their own ceremonies in the center of  Moscow.58 
Practically, in the absence of  mutually agreed physical places where the pub-
lic could pay re spects to fallen soldiers and greet veterans, the mythic debt 
could not be redeemed, and the holiday’s practice could not be reproduced. 
At this point, instead of  communists complaining about the loss of  victory 
 because of  a liberal- democratic questioning of  the narrative, demo crats com-
plained that the opposition was dividing the public and the veterans and po-
liticizing the holiday.59 The disunity around this holiday was evidently 
unpleasant to both sides of  the po liti cal map.

By 1995, the fiftieth anniversary of  the victory, Yeltsin was set to resolve 
this  matter. On May 9, 1995, Yeltsin commenced a military parade on Pok-
lonaya Gora, which was decorated with the colors of  the Saint George mili-
tary decorations, and a veterans’ parade on Red Square.60 Observers of  the 
1995 parade on Red Square noted that it was an odd event. (It was or ga nized 
by a supporter of  the 1991 coup, and Yeltsin stood on top of  the Lenin Mau-
soleum with Soviet symbols decorating Red Square.)61 In a notable gesture, 
Yeltsin unveiled a statue of  Marshal Zhukov outside the Kremlin. Since Zhukov 
was also culpable of  the high  human price incurred by the military effort, 
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placing his statue was a clear sign that Yeltsin was departing from early attempts 
to articulate a peaceful message.62  These moves worked to partially suppress 
revisionist historical inquiries and quell protests by communists and national-
ists. Most importantly they practically allowed the resumption of  Brezhnev- 
era practices. Once ceremonies  were consolidated, the mythic debt to the 
veterans, as a symbol of  national unity, could be paid.

The continued popularity of  Victory Day and how disagreements  were 
resolved offered an insight into which practices the Rus sian public deemed 
appropriate to reproduce. The pro cess of  contestation of  this holiday seemed 
to have been unpleasant for the various social and political actors. Once 
Yeltsin reinstated Soviet- era practices in the public sphere, despite contin-
ued disagreements, the diff er ent actors fell in line. Victory Day’s popularity 
showed that it was not only a Soviet holiday but could also articulate post- 
Soviet unity; it had all- national and supranational inclusive ele ments embod-
ied by the war veterans. The veterans  were a personal reminder of  the many 
lives the war had touched. Moreover, the holiday’s projection of  the  future 
was also very fitting. In a society over burdened with a deep sense of  loss, Vic-
tory Day provided a relieving belief  that loss can lead to greatness.

Yet reconciliation of  this sort could not be achieved with other po liti cal 
holidays. The two most impor tant such dates  were the Anniversary of  the 
October Revolution (November 7) and the Day of  Declaration of  State Sov-
ereignty of  the Rus sian Federation ( June 12). The unified public practices 
of  celebrating the Anniversary of  the October Revolution (November  7) 
began to unravel even before the collapse of  the Soviet Union. This holiday, 
which was celebrated in the public sphere in Soviet times, no longer pro-
jected a nationwide message. Diff er ent interpretations of  the Soviet past 
by liberals and communists turned public spaces into arenas of  protest, 
and the holiday’s popularity during the 1990s was not high (7  percent [see 
 table 4]).63

In 1990–1991, liberals used November 7 to demand further democ ratization, 
while communists protested Gorbachev’s reforms. In 1990, although the So-
viet state still or ga nized November 7 cele brations, in the atmosphere of  glas-
nost, competing demonstrations sprang up, with slogans like “November 7— a 
Day of  National Tragedy.”64 A year  later, in 1991, a month before the collapse 
of  the Soviet Union, the same situation reoccurred. In Moscow, in tandem with 
the last state- sponsored parade, liberals and anti- Gorbachev communists pro-
tested.65 A spontaneous gathering of  about 10,000 communists took place near 
Lenin’s monument in Revolution Square in Moscow.66 They held slogans like 
“Hands off  Lenin” and “Dermo- kratia” (Shit- ocracy).67 Fifteen protesters 



 fRom the sovIet CalenDaR to RUs sIan CalenDaRs 141

crawled across Moscow’s ring road to mark the disgraceful transition from a 
socialist to a cap i tal ist market economy.68 Demo crats held a protest in remem-
brance of  the victims of  the Soviet regime. They marched from Lubyanka 
Square (headquarters of  the KGB) to the site of  the Church of  Christ the Sav-
ior (which was demolished in 1931). Due to early links between the Ortho-
dox Church and liberal audiences, the protest concluded with a prayer, and 
protesters held a banner reading, “Forgive us, crucified Rus sia.”69

 After the collapse of  the Soviet Union, communists used this day to pro-
test Yeltsin’s government. On November 7, 1992, communists held a demon-
stration calling for Yeltsin’s resignation.70 The protests  were rather small and 
disor ga nized since the Communist Party was banned. In October 1993, the 
Communist Party became  legal again, and in 1994–1995, the profile of  the An-
niversary of  the October Revolution was substantially raised as a day of  po-
liti cal mobilization for the communists. By the mid-1990s, the communists had 
become a fierce opposition to Yeltsin, together with the nationalists. In the 1996 
presidential elections, the contestation between liberals and communists 
reached a boiling point when the head of  the Communist Party of  the Rus-
sian Federation (CPRF), Gennady Zyuganov, threatened Yeltsin’s presidency.

In 1996,  after Yeltsin won the presidential elections, he tried to resolve the 
po liti cal tension around November 7, and issued a decree to rename the holi-
day as the Day of  Accord and Reconciliation.71 He wanted to offer a holiday 
that respected and honored the victims of  the revolution, civil war, and po liti-
cal repressions.72 This was part of  Yeltsin’s broader attempt to reconcile Rus-
sian society  after a divisive and aggressive presidential campaign, which many 
considered to be unfair. Yet the holiday did not acquire new practices. Com-
munists continued to protest on that day. Meanwhile, liberal demonstrations 
 were no longer seen on that day in the late 1990s.

The demise of  Soviet ideology in the early 1990s shattered the Soviet un-
derstanding of  the Anniversary of  the October Revolution and its practices. 
The demonstrations that  were taking place  were the very opposite of  Soviet 
practices on November 7, when this day signified Soviet normality— routinely 
 going to a parade and  later drinking with friends. This normality was gone 
forever, and neither the communists nor the liberals offered anything of  that 
sort on the day. This, very much like early cele brations of  Victory Day, was a 
manifestation of  the fragmentation of  the national calendar in late modern 
circumstances, where the government no longer ideologically ordered time 
and  people  were left to decide which practices they reproduced and how. Yet, 
unlike with Victory Day, the discord around November 7 was never truly 
 resolved, and instead, the Anniversary of  the October Revolution became 
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irrelevant to the wider public. As Rus sia moved away from its communist 
past, this holiday failed to channel messages that transcended the Soviet ide-
ology and did not appeal to the wider public.

Unlike old Soviet holidays that in 1990s became days of  po liti cal discord, 
new holidays that  were introduced by the government  were mostly ignored. 
In 1992, for instance, only 1  percent of  the respondents regarded the Day of  
Declaration of  State Sovereignty of  the Rus sian Federation ( June 12)— Russian 
In de pen dence Day—as the most impor tant holiday.73 The low popularity of  
the holiday continued throughout the 1990s. In 1998 it was most impor tant 
for only 2  percent of  respondents. In 1997–1999 the Levada- Center asked: 
“June 12 is a holiday. Do you know for sure what holiday is celebrated in Rus-
sia on this day?” Only 47–51  percent answered correctly. About a quarter did 
not know which holiday took place on that date, and 10–12  percent said that 
they did not consider it a holiday.

This was an odd result as this holiday could have become a symbol for many 
 things in Rus sia. On the one hand, it fit well the framework of  fluid Russian-
ness—it is inclusive and thus could have become a nationwide cele bration. On 
the other hand, it represented the collapse of  the Soviet Union, so it could have 
become a day of  protest for and against democracy. However, it had one ma-
jor flaw—it or ga nized the past in an illogical way. The Rus sian activist and 
photo blogger Ilya Varlamov noted this impor tant error in his photo  album A 
Walk around Moscow in 1993. In the background of  one photo,  there is a ban-
ner reading, “With In de pen dence Day [greetings], Dear Rus sians [Rossiyane].” 
Varlamov noted: “June 12 . . .  note [the banner] congratulating Muscovites on 
In de pen dence Day. This is a  mistake. Rus sia has never been dependent on any-
one, so we cannot celebrate In de pen dence Day.”74 Varlamov pointed out that 
most Rus sians did not consider that national in de pen dence had been won in 
1991, the holiday made no sense for them, and this made them apathetic 
 toward it. This situation was cyclical—as not many  people regarded this as a 
holiday that had a logical interpretation of  history, it did not punctuate social 
time. As a result, it was not celebrated.

This analy sis of  the po liti cal set of  holidays that emerged in post- Soviet Rus-
sia shows that while, indeed, po liti cal holidays became contested, Rus sians 
did not treat them similarly. Victory Day, which was initially contested, was 
reconciled and continued to be popu lar in Rus sia. Yeltsin did not force indi-
viduals to participate in the cele brations. He merely provided a platform for 
the unified cele bration, and individuals chose to join in. Meanwhile, the An-
niversary of  the October Revolution (November 7) became a day of  protest 
that could not be resolved, and Rus sian In de pen dence Day was largely 
ignored.
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This variance could be explained through the lens of  Giddens’s theory of  
structuration. As Rus sians became more empowered to choose which holiday 
practices to reproduce, they chose holidays that had a personal appeal. This 
became an impor tant criterion for popu lar holidays in the neoliberal late mod-
ern era, when identity is generated by the individual agency. Since the per-
sonal meaning of  Soviet normality on the Anniversary of  the October 
Revolution was pointless outside the Soviet ideology, this holiday was not re-
produced. As for Rus sian In de pen dence Day, the new Rus sian regime did not 
create a narrative that involved the agency of  Rus sian individuals, how they 
contributed to the emergence of  a new Rus sia, and where was it heading. In 
contrast, victory in the Second World War involved  people’s private histories 
and had a clear personal connection to individuals’ lives. In a privatized and 
personalized post- Soviet society, this type of  narrative, evidently, was key for 
the successful reproduction of  holiday practices. The importance of  private 
appeal emerged even more vividly in next set of  holidays that developed in 
Russia— personal and local holidays.

The Personal- Local Calendar

Personal- local holidays included Novy God (which was a  family holiday in Rus-
sia), birthdays (of  relatives and one’s own), and International  Women’s Day 
(March 8), which had been celebrated as a personal holiday since late- Soviet 
times and honored feminine beauty. Moreover, besides  these personal holidays, 
a new holiday emerged in Rus sia in the 1990s, which was not recorded by the 
Levada- Center but which from  people’s testimonies became popu lar in 
Russia— City Day (Den’ goroda)— and has been celebrated in diff er ent cities 
in Rus sia since the 1990s.

 These  were holidays whose practices  were focused on the private or local 
sphere. The preference for  these holidays was in line with both late- Soviet 
trends gravitating  toward the personal sphere as well as a common trend in late 
modern socie ties in the West. While in the Soviet era the private sphere signi-
fied a retreat from big ideologies, in late modernity the personal sphere was 
a refuge from the whirlwind swings of  deregulated economies and global 
forces that  were given almost  free rein.75 In this global world where  people 
 were expected to construct their identification themselves, they often opted 
to construct it around the individual sphere. This construction involved con-
sumer practices, foods, and civic practices that blended cultures and tradi-
tions.  These trends in Rus sia revealed it as a society of  rising individualism.

An example for preference of  the private over the public realm was illus-
trated in the one day of  the year that remained most impor tant to most 
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Russians— Novy God (New Year’s Eve, December 31). In the 1990s, around 
80  percent of  Rus sians considered it the most impor tant holiday. Its late- Soviet 
practices  were reproduced and reformulated in the post- Soviet context. It con-
tinued to be a secular holiday, and celebrating it denoted identification with 
the broadest pos si ble group— all  those who celebrate the arrival of  the new 
year. It also continued to be a private holiday, celebrated in a particularly Rus-
sian way— with  family or friends and usually at home. Similar to the late- Soviet 
practice, Rus sian cele brations  were accompanied by  children’s carnivals,  music 
per for mances, and films usually broadcast on tele vi sion and watched at home. 
This holiday emerged as a unique example of  a strong secular tradition that 
exemplified continuity from late- Soviet times, based on a sense of  normality 
that stemmed from personal relationships. In post- Soviet Rus sia, a new sense 
of  normality developed; while the state took a step back from ordering the 
ideological public sphere, individuals continued to perform their sense of  Rus-
sianness in their private spheres.76

In changing po liti cal and social circumstances, Novy God became a signi-
fier of  continuity. Tele vi sion served as an impor tant tool in this regard. Broad-
casts of  pop  music concerts, banquets, and masquerades created a festive 
apo liti cal and nonreligious atmosphere in most Rus sian homes. The Goluboii 
Ogonek entertainment program, which for a short period in the late 1980s 
changed its name to New Year’s Festive Per for mance (Novogodneye prazdnich-
noye predstavleniye), was reintroduced in 1997  under its old name.77 According 
to the program’s producers, this was done to create continuity and provide 
some stability for viewers.78 Although Western Christmas- season films pene-
trated the Rus sian market, watching Ironiya sud’by, ili S logkim parom! was re-
produced as a Novy God tradition. The traditional televised address by the 
head of  state, the Rus sian president, also persisted. In 1998 the NTV channel 
took an outstanding step, when instead of  President Yeltsin, it broadcast an 
address by a puppet of  Yeltsin from the popu lar po liti cal satire show Kukly 
(Dolls). It was perceived as a terrible mockery, which tainted the tradition of  

 Table 5 Which of  the following holidays is the most impor tant for you? (%)

1992 1998

December 31, Novy God 79 82

Birthdays of  relatives and close friends 41 38

Your birthday 43 37

March 8, International  Women’s Day 17 28

Source: Levada- Center.
Note: Partial results; for full results, see  table 3.



 fRom the sovIet CalenDaR to RUs sIan CalenDaRs 145

Novy God. Evidently, it was the only time that such a joke was made.79 Sym-
bolically, Putin acceded to power on December 31, 1999, and his first speech 
as acting president to the Rus sian  people was his Novy God address.

Novy God was also a flexible tradition that could open Rus sia to cultural 
influences from both Western traditions and Eastern symbols.80 For instance, 
Rus sians became interested in Chinese zodiac signs, identifying each year with 
one of  twelve zodiac animals, which decorated Novy God cele brations and 
postcards. Western features of  Christmas also became popu lar. For example, 
the color red came to be used as a symbol of  the holiday season. Non- Christian 
minorities in Rus sia could adapt  Father Frost (Ded’ Moroz) to local traditions, 
as part of  renegotiations of  center- periphery relations. In Tatarstan, he is 
known as Kysh Babay (Winter Old Man), and his snow maiden (in Rus sian Sne-
gurochka) is called Kar Kyzy, while in the Republic of  Sakha-Yakutia in the 
Russian Far East he is called Chys Khan, and the snow maiden, Khaarchana. 
The Rus sian scholars Natalya Radchenko and Tatiana Kuzmina noted that in 
the freer cultural context, minorities in Rus sia started incorporating their 
own mythical and cultural symbolism in Novy God cele brations. For instance, 
in Sakha- Yakutia, locals incorporated the god of  winter in Novy God cele-
brations.81 The holiday’s secular traditions allowed groups from diff er ent 
backgrounds to articulate their cultural traditions.

International  Women’s Day (March 8), which by the late- Soviet period was 
no longer an ideological holiday, also remained impor tant in the post- Soviet 
national calendar. In late- Soviet time, March 8 became an all- national cele-
bration of  beauty, honoring one’s  mother, wife, female colleague, or friend. 
The holiday also had seasonal symbolism, as it was the first spring holiday and 
was celebrated with flowers. Evidently, this holiday remained attractive in the 
post- Soviet period and ranked among the ten most impor tant days of  the year. 
According to the Levada- Center, in 1992, 17  percent of  respondents marked 
it the most impor tant holiday, and in 1998, its popularity  rose to 27  percent.

The personal ele ments of  March 8 had additional functions in the post- 
Soviet context, allowing it to fit with the new ways of  life, as well as specifi-
cally Rus sian ele ments. This holiday fit well with the consumer culture that 
had become an impor tant feature in late modern calendars in free- market 
socie ties. In the new circumstances that lacked a clear interpretation of  the 
past and prognosis of  the  future, consumer culture became a tool and a cop-
ing mechanism to reproduce practices of  the national calendar and to construct 
identity.82 In Rus sia, consumerism was nascent, and living conditions  were still 
very difficult, but the ideological trajectory was set  toward a free- market econ-
omy, and consumer practices  were an integral part of  it. For instance, in one 
of  the first issues of  the fashion magazine Vogue Rus sia, in March 1998 the cover 
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story was about the “best pre sents for March 8.”83 Moreover, this holiday re-
produced gender- based normality that reflected a specifically Rus sian under-
standing of  order in society. This expressed a sense of  Rus sianness as a 
supplementing ele ment of  identification.

Another trend of  late modern globalized socie ties, which was observed in 
Rus sia in the 1990s, was the rise of  localism and the redefinition of  center- 
periphery relations. While Soviet calendric practices evolved mostly in the 
interaction between the center in Moscow and the citizens,  after the collapse 
of  Soviet Union, identification was also generated on the local level—in re-
gions, republics, and towns. One such manifestation was the rise of  a new 
holiday— City Day (Den’ Goroda). The city of  Moscow led the way in estab-
lishing the practice, but it was not confined to the national capital. Other 
cities— large ones like the capital of  Tatarstan, Kazan, and small ones, like Zhe-
leznogorsk in Siberia— started to celebrate their own special days.84 Although 
this did not manifest a preference for the personal sphere,  because City Day 
was celebrated in public spaces, it was tied to a specific locality, unlike nation-
wide cele brations.

Varlamov recalled the particularly lavish cele brations of  Moscow’s 850th an-
niversary in 1997.  Behind this event stood Moscow’s mayor, Yuri Luzhkov. He 
was seen in many photos from the events, including the opening ceremony, 
where he hosted Yeltsin and the head of  the Orthodox Rus sian Church, Patri-
arch Aleksei II. During the cele brations, Luzhkov toured the city on huge 
trucks that carried singers and entertainers. A large puppet of  Luzhkov deco-
rated the carnival.85 This underlined the central place of  local leadership dur-
ing the 1990s. During that de cade, Luzhkov became a popu lar leader, with 
municipal housing program, charities, media outlets, and development proj-
ects. Hence, while Yeltsin was a global leader, Luzhkov provided  people with 
real solutions to everyday  matters, ranging from welfare ser vices to alterna-
tive practices of  belonging.

Varlamov noted that cele brations  were freestyle, inclusive, and diverse, be-
fitting a society that was Westernizing and joining the globalized world. Street 
carnivals presented a mix of  diff er ent messages, including the US flag. Some 
attractions  were sponsored by Western companies, like “Nestle Town.”86 It was 
not, however, a  simple party that celebrated Moscow life in a globalized style. 
The slogan that led the cele brations— “Moscow, Rus sia’s True Value”— 
articulated that the local had a deep national sense of  Rus sianness. This sort 
of  renegotiation of  local identity was part of  a larger renegotiation of  the place 
of  localities in Rus sia. Schleifman pointed out that the demise of  the central-
ized dictatorial regime in Rus sia inevitably led to a “discussion about the es-
sence of  Rus sianness, local identity and center- periphery relations.”87 In this 
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context, City Day in Moscow articulated that being a Muscovite had its own 
specifically Rus sian value.

The personal set of  holidays that emerged in post- Soviet Rus sia featured 
many of  the coping mechanisms that  were observed in Western socie ties. This 
meant that the personal Soviet holiday practices became instruments that 
helped  people feel belonging in a society in flux. Post- Soviet Novy God prac-
tices, for example,  were individual reflexive constructions of  identification and 
a kind of  mechanism for coping with the prob lem of  ontological insecurity 
that occurs with the removal of  state- sponsored ideology and routines. More-
over, in this per sis tent insecurity, Bauman pointed to the rising role of  con-
sumer culture, which was seen in March 8 practices. He found “a ‘mutual 
fit’ . . .  between the inanities of  the consumer market and the incongruities 
of  the task which individuals are presumed to perform on their own. . . .  The 
marriage between the two protagonists has been made in heaven.”88 Hence, 
the commercial aspect of  March 8 can also be seen as a coping mechanism for 
the articulation of  identity, when it had to be defined by individual agency.

Last, the reformulation of  the center- periphery dynamic was also a global 
trend, which made Rus sian City Days not a uniquely post- Soviet practice but 
a manifestation of  the late modern experience. Bauman elaborated that “on 
the fast globalizing planet, politics tend to be passionately and self- consciously 
local” (italics in the original).89 He explained that while being unable to influ-
ence global forces,  people resorted to po liti cal frameworks over which they 
could exert some influence— “my city, my community, my chapel.”90 In Rus-
sia, while the economic system was deregulated and the national po liti cal sys-
tem hesitant or incapable of  drawing  people together, local politics became 
crucial in providing frameworks of  reference. Hence, the preference for the 
practices preformed in the personal sphere, consumerism, and localism should 
be seen as mechanisms for coping with Rus sia’s new late modern insecurities.

The Religious Orthodox Rus sian Calendar

Analy sis of  the historical and private sets of  holidays showed that practices 
that became popu lar in post- Soviet Rus sia denoted an inclusive and individu-
alized identification with the national in- group. Victory Day was a suprana-
tional holiday, Novy God had a secular tradition, and even International 
 Women’s Day emerged as a commercial cele bration, like Valentine’s Day in 
the West. Yet during the 1990s,  there was a spike within Rus sian society in re-
ligious belief  and identification with the Rus sian Orthodox Church, which 
put into question the inclusive tendencies of  Rus sian national identification. 
Identification with Orthodox Chris tian ity  rose from 16  percent in 1989, to 
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above 30  percent in 1990, to around 50  percent in 1995, and remained at ap-
proximately the same level  until 2000.91 Belief  also consistently increased, and 
this was evident in the rising popularity of  Pascha (Easter) and Rozhdestvo 
(Orthodox Christmas).92

This trend can suggest a rise in exclusivist ethnic Rus sian identification. This 
is  because the type of  identification that was promoted by the post- Soviet Rus-
sian Orthodox Church was overwhelmingly ethnically based and necessarily 
exclusivist. The sociologist Boris Dubin noted that in the 1990s  there was “an 
 actual merger for the greater, if  not for the overwhelming, majority of  the pop-
ulation between the semantics of  ‘Orthodox’ and [ethnic] ‘Rus sian’ (‘Russk-
ogo’).”93 The Church moved  toward exclusionary visions of  identification, and 
as another scholar of  Orthodox Chris tian ity, Alexandr Verkhovsky, noted, it 
promoted “extremely mythologized notions about the pre- revolutionary Or-
thodox monarchy.”94 As a result, the Rus sian Orthodox Church represented 
exclusionary religious and ethnic identification.95 Although other denomina-
tions and religions exist in Rus sia, most notably Sunni Islam and Orthodox Old 
Believers (Staroobryadtsy), mainstream Orthodox Chris tian ity has been the 
biggest and the most privileged religious denomination.96 Hence, it is the fo-
cus of  religious calendars in this chapter.

This section evaluates  whether the mode of  religious worship in the 1990s 
indeed reflected an adherence to the Orthodox Church rituals and denoted 
an exclusivist national identification or  whether the situation was closer to 
what happens in late modern socie ties. In this context, how  people performed 
religious practices is material to this analy sis, specifically since, as the sociologist 
Amitai Etzioni noted, in the current age religious practice is often performed 
as selective observance of  religious rituals.97 Unlike in the Durkheimian un-
derstanding of  religious rituals, Etzioni pointed out that in recent de cades 
 people had more freedom to choose which rituals  were relevant to their lives 
and  were “cherry picking.”98

The Rus sian Orthodox calendar has several main holidays that are cele-
brated according to the Julian calendar (used in Rus sia before 1917). Unlike in 
Western Chris tian ity, where Christmas has been established as the prime hol-
iday, in the Orthodox calendar the most impor tant holiday was Pascha (Eas-
ter). Pascha, the resurrection of  Christ, was celebrated on the last Sunday of  
the Velikiy Post ( Great Lent), a strict seven weeks’ long Lent, which was an-
other impor tant practice of  the Orthodox calendar.99 Velikiy Post started  after 
the festive week of  Maslenitsa, which originally was a pagan spring festival 
and the main carnival in pre- Soviet times. In Orthodox Chris tian ity, this week 
was marked by festivities and carnivals and included practices like eating 
blini, cheese-  and butter- rich dishes, fish, and drinking wine, while meat was 
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forbidden.100 Other impor tant holidays included Christmas (Rozhdestvo, 
January 7), the Christening of  Christ ( January 19), the Feast of  the Ascension, 
Pentecost, Dormition of  the  Mother of  God (August 28), and the Feast of  the 
Cross (September 27). Following the Orthodox calendar required performing 
a complex system of  rituals as well as frequent church attendance.

Levada- Center polls show certain trends of  religious worship in Rus sia.101 
Out of  the entire calendar of  Orthodox holidays, the only two holidays that 
 were popu lar enough to be ranked by the Levada- Center in 1992 and 1998  were 
Pascha (Easter) and Orthodox Christmas (Rozhdestvo). This already suggests 
that most Rus sians did not adhere to the Orthodox calendar to punctuate so-
cial time and  were selectively observing Orthodox holidays. In terms of  the 
popularity of  holidays, in 1992, 30  percent of  Rus sians responded that Pascha 
was the most popu lar, and 18   percent indicated Orthodox Christmas (see 
 table 6).102 In 1998 Pascha was most impor tant to 29  percent of  the popula-
tion (together with Victory Day), while Rozhdestvo was most impor tant to 
23  percent.103  These results showed  these two Orthodox holidays to be very 
impor tant for Rus sians.

In terms of  rituals performed during the holidays, the Levada- Center of-
fered some instructive insights. In 1997–1999, it asked, “ Will you celebrate Pas-
cha? If  so, which of  the following  will you or your  family do?” It then offered 
a list of  rituals. Most respondents indicated that they would celebrate Pascha, 
but they intended to follow religious rituals selectively. About 70  percent said 
that they would be painting eggs— a tradition that symbolizes Christ’s empty 
tomb. The second most popu lar practice (about 40–45  percent) was baking a 
traditional Pascha cake, called kulich. The third and fourth most popu lar prac-
tices  were  either to host  people (30  percent) or to be hosted (25  percent), and 
the fifth was buying kulich (16  percent in 1997, 21  percent in 1999). Following 
the same trend, rituals that required more commitment to religion scored rel-
atively low. The practice of  consecrating kulich cakes, which requires  going 
to church and performing a religious ceremony, received 13–18   percent in 
1997–1999. In the same period, only 7–11  percent indicated that they would 
attend a vigil.104

 Table 6 Popularity of  Orthodox Holidays, 1992–1998 (%)

1992 1998

Pascha 30 29

Orthodox Christmas 18 23

Source: Levada- Centre
Note: Partial results; for full results, see  table 3.
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Hence, in terms of  the per for mance of  rituals during Pascha— the most 
impor tant and most popu lar Orthodox holiday in Russia— there was an evident 
selective observance. The most popu lar rituals  were softer expressions of  Or-
thodox Chris tian ity, which could be tagged as supplementary ele ments of  iden-
tification.  These practices would have been acceptable even in Soviet times, 
when religion was suppressed. Painting eggs was practiced by older genera-
tions and was tolerated. The same can be said of  baking kulich cake (and even 
more so of   those who only intended to buy a kulich). In the 1952 edition of  The 
Book of  Tasty and Healthy Food,  there is a page- long  recipe for baking a kulich.105 
This was an obvious indication that the Soviet regime did not see  these tradi-
tions as particularly religious and threatening to the secular order. The same 
can be said about other practices that scored high— sharing meals with friends 
and  family. The  limited popularity of  rituals that required more religious com-
mitment further underlined that in the 1990s, despite a rise in affiliation with 
Orthodox Chris tian ity, relatively few Rus sians followed the Church’s rituals.

Religious practices for other holidays featured similar trends. In 1997–1998, 
the Levada- Center asked, “Have you celebrated [Orthodox] Christmas this 
year, and if  so, in what way?” Among respondents, 58  percent said that they 
celebrated by sharing a meal with  family and friends, 25  percent watched a 
broadcast of  religious ser vice on tele vi sion, while only 8  percent participated 
in a ser vice.106 This showed that an overwhelming number of  respondents cel-
ebrated the religious holiday in a nonreligious way, and a large portion per-
formed the religious practice in a distanced manner— participating from afar 
by watching televised broadcasts. In 1997, in response to a survey about prac-
tices during Velikiy Post (Lent), 73  percent of  respondents said that they would 
not change their eating habits, while 20  percent said that they would give up 
some prohibited foods (meat, spirits). To a similar question about Maslenitsa, 
68  percent said that they would make blini, 37  percent said that they would 
go to visit  family or host guests, 16  percent intended to participate folk cele-
brations, 48  percent said that they would continue to eat meat (which is for-
bidden during this week), and 16  percent did not intend to celebrate Maslenitsa. 
 Here again, the trend was clear— Russians related to the Orthodox calendar 
but preferred rituals that required less religious commitment, like making blini 
or sharing a meal.

Polls about church attendance and other religious rituals in Rus sia in the 
1990s showed similar results. During this de cade, church attendance was grad-
ually rising, although frequent church attendance remained low (see  table 7). 
The Levada- Center indicated that in 1991 67  percent of  respondents said that 
they never attended church, 6  percent said they attended less than once a year, 
about 18   percent once a year or a few times a year, while approximately 
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6  percent said they attend church more frequently.107 By 1998, according to 
the Levada- Center, nonattendance declined to 61  percent, 16  percent attended 
less than once a year, 18  percent once or a few times a year, and 6  percent at-
tended frequently. The striking fact  here is that throughout the 1990s, the ma-
jority of  Rus sians never attended church. This meant that in no way could 
Orthodox Chris tian ity have been considered a central ele ment of  Rus sian iden-
tification. Yet the fact that by 1998 about 40   percent of  the population at-
tended church infrequently (most likely on Orthodox holidays and personal 
occasions like weddings, christenings, or for lighting candles) suggests that this 
was a supplemental ele ment in ordering life in Rus sia.

Practices of  the Orthodox religious calendar that  were performed by Rus-
sians showed that they did not adhere to the Orthodox Christian annual set 
of  holidays as a system that punctuated social time and denoted an exclusivist 
ethnic identification as was articulated by the Church. In fact, a rise in  people’s 
beliefs was not necessarily tied to involvement with institutions of  the Church. 
Similar to Eu ro pean countries, levels of  belief  and religious affiliation in Rus-
sia  were remarkably higher than levels of  worship and church attendance.108 
Also, in line with what took place in Western counties, in the new post- Soviet 
context Rus sians engaged in selective observance. They preferred rituals that 
did not require much religious commitment. The Church gained strength but 
was unable to win over other nonreligious forces that the globalized new era 
unleashed. Hence, the Orthodox calendar served as an additional denotation 
of  Rus sianness that was supplementary to inclusive and individualized ele-
ments and together formed the experience of  fluid Rus sianness.

late modern Rus sian times
This chapter reveals Rus sia as a telling case of  social and psychological im-
plications of  time- related issues on practices of  individual agency in the 

 Table 7 Church Attendance in Rus sia, 1991–1998 (%)

1991 1998

Never attended church 67 61

Less than once a year 6 16

Once a year or a few times a year 18 18

Frequent attendance (more than once a month) 6 6

Source: Levada- Center
Note: Partial results.
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transition from classical to late modernity. The Soviet calendar had a mod-
ernist logic. It had a clear system of  dates that punctuated time, ordered the 
past, and projected a progress- oriented prognosis of  the radiant communist 
 future.  These practices  were  shaped through interactions between individuals 
and the social system, despite the authoritarian conditions. Similar to dis-
course in late- Soviet society, performative adherence to state- sanctioned 
practices became a nonideological sign of  normality.109 The collapse of  the 
Soviet Union took away the socialist modernist calendar and its sense of  nor-
mality with it. Instead of  a new unified calendar, however, in the globalized 
late modern context what emerged  were multiple understandings of  the past 
and no unified projection of  the  future.

The national calendar in Rus sia demonstrates the relevance of  the analyti-
cal framework of  fluid Russianness— a civic and inclusive identification with 
supplementing ethnic ele ments. If  one considers the most popu lar holidays 
in Rus sia in the 1990s— Novy God, birthdays (one’s own and one’s loved ones), 
Victory Day, and Pascha, closely followed by Orthodox Christmas and Inter-
national  Women’s Day,  these holidays denoted an experience of  inclusive 
Rus sianness, with supplementing religious Orthodox ele ments, expressed in 
individualized and mundane practices. This was the experience that formed 
fluid Rus sianness.

For instance, the practices of  Victory Day, which  were intimately bound to 
themes of  debt owed to war heroes who symbolized victory through perse-
verance, made this supranational holiday appealing to the Rus sian public. Hol-
idays that had a stronger personal component, such as Novy God and 
International  Women’s Day, remained popu lar but turned into coping mech-
anisms to deal with the lack of  state- guided orientation. Pascha and Ortho-
dox Christmas supplemented inclusive identification with more solid exclusive 
ele ments of  ethnic Rus sianness. By taking the same actions on a yearly basis 
to preserve and develop  these traditions in Rus sia, ordinary Rus sians engaged 
in the pro cess of  the production and reproduction of  their experience of  be-
longing to the in- group. This effectively became the new post- Soviet Rus sian 
normality.

This annual cycle of  holidays did not form a unified and synced calendar in 
the same way that the Soviet calendar was perceived. The thee post- Soviet 
sets of  holidays stood in contrast to the well- ordered Soviet set of  practices, 
which, even in their nonideological performative version, represented clear 
collective interpretations of  the self  as normal and Soviet. The experience of  
Rus sianness that stemmed from the post- Soviet calendar was not endorsed 
by the government or any other social actor. Moreover, collectively  these holi-
days had neither a clear evaluation of  the past nor a projection of  the  future. 
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Hence, the post- Soviet calendar was still fragmented and disorderly. It did not 
provide a solid, easily attainable shorthand as to how to perform Rus sianness 
in a predictable way. This departure from a firm punctuation of  time 
through the routines of  the Soviet calendar to a more amorphic collection of  
diff er ent holidays that  were celebrated in individualized and tacit ways became 
unpleasant and reinforced the general sense of  loss across society. This feeling 
was at the center of  the construction of  the national calendar in the second 
de cade of  Rus sian in de pen dence.
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The Rus sian anthropologist Svetlana Boym 
noted that by the late 1990s, Rus sians  were looking for a “convincing plot of  
Rus sian development that  will help make sense of  the chaotic pre sent.”1 This 
was also the case with the formation of  the national calendar. It seemed that 
the calendar had lost its internal logic and was not useful in binding society 
and denoting a unified national identity. President Putin understood that in 
order to  counter that loss and create a feeling of  belonging, he would, among 
other  things, have to articulate a common narrative of  the past and a projec-
tion where Rus sia was heading. Both could be achieved through the national 
calendar. Indeed, from 2000 Putin initiated numerous changes to the annual 
cycle of  holidays, promoting two categories of  holidays— military and religious 
(mainly Orthodox Christian). In this pro cess, some holidays  were abandoned, 
while  others  were introduced and encouraged. The move was meant to put 
an end to the contested and competing calendars and to crystallize an accepted 
popu lar calendar around which a more secure and stable identity could take 
shape.

This chapter investigates the formation of  the Rus sian national calendar in 
the 2000s, in light of  Putin’s efforts, and its impact on national identification. 
It examines primarily the two themes around which the national calendar was 
meant to become more unified and proj ect a clearer sense of  national identi-
fication: militaristic holidays and religious Orthodox Christian holidays. The 
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promotion of   these holidays had some unexpected consequences. Personal and 
local holidays are also reviewed— they  were not necessarily promoted by the 
government but remained popu lar in Rus sia and showed that the Rus sian pop-
ulation continued to reproduce practices outside the government- promoted 
calendar.

the military Calendar
Putin became president just a few months  after the increase of  aggressive rhe-
toric around the war in Yugo slavia and on the back of  a military operation in 
Chechnya in 1999. Against this background, military holidays became one of  
the pillars around which Putin tried to unify the calendar. To do so, several 
new military holidays  were introduced. In 2002 Putin reinstated February 23, 
formerly Red Army Day, as Defender of  the Fatherland Day.2 The Rus sian 
Duma had tried to reestablish this holiday in the late 1990s but failed.3  Under 
Putin, the holiday was hollowed of  its Soviet ideological context (the birth-
day of  the Red Army) and refashioned as a day celebrating the achievements 
of  the military and the men serving in the armed forces and security 
agencies.4

In 2003 the Duma approved a list of  military anniversaries to be marked in 
the armed forces, and among them was the liberation of  Moscow from the 
Polish occupation in 1612.5 A year  later, in 2004, the end of  the Polish occupa-
tion of  1612 became a national holiday— Unity Day (November 4)— and re-
placed the Anniversary of  the October Revolution (November 7). This removed 
the communist day of  protest, which was part of  the competing po liti cal cal-
endars of  the 1990s, and expunged the symbol of  revolution, which did not 
fit the government’s discourse of  stability. Unity Day (November 4) represented 
the return of  the strong Rus sian state, since the end of  the Polish occupation 
of  Moscow in 1612 was also the end of  the Times of  Trou ble, when Rus sia 
did not have a legitimate leader.6 Hence, Unity Day positioned Putin as the 
leader who ended instability and reinstated a strong and stable Rus sian state. 
Moreover, since it had been a religious holiday in tsarist times, its re introduction 
was linked to Orthodox Chris tian ity and represented continuity between pre-
revolutionary and post- Soviet history.

In 2006, Putin signed a further decree: On the Establishment of  Professional 
Holidays and Memorable Days in the Armed Forces of  the Rus sian Federa-
tion.7 This was a list of  memorable days, which celebrated professional units 
in the army. They  were meant to be celebrated only in the armed forces. One 
holiday in this decree, however, became particularly popu lar and started to be 
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celebrated in the public sphere— the Day of  Airborne Forces (Den’ Vozdushno- 
desantnykh voysk, or in short, Den’ VDV, August 2).

 These main legislative acts meant that  there  were three national military 
holidays— Victory Day, Day of  the Defender of  the Fatherland, and Unity 
Day— and numerous other memorable military dates in the Rus sian calendar. 
The following considers how  those holidays  were celebrated and what sort 
of  national identification they denoted.

Victory Day (May 9)

The holiday that received most attention from the government and gained 
most traction in the public was Victory Day. Putin’s speech at the Victory Day 
parade on May 9, 2000, the fifty- fifth anniversary, confirmed his intention for 
ever more vigorous mythmaking of  the victory as a symbol of  national unity, 
along the lines of  the Brezhnev- era narrative. Putin described the war as a  great 
trial to “our statehood,  people’s spirit, cohesion of  comradeship.”8 He ad-
dressed the traditional role of  the veterans on this holiday and linked it to a 
projection of  a successful  future for Rus sia: “Dear front- line soldiers [fronta-
viki], with you we got used to winning. . . .  It  will help the young generation 
to build a strong and flourishing new state.”9 He also connected honoring vet-
erans to the “sacred duty to honor the memory of   fathers,” which stressed 
the personal dimension of  the holiday.10 Indeed, in 2000 veterans had an impor-
tant role in the cele brations, as they marched in the parade alongside the 
serving military.11 Putin also mentioned the role of  the “brotherly republics,” 
with whom the supranational victory was achieved. It was a reminder of  the 
holiday’s inclusiveness and continuity with Soviet history.12 From 2001, the or-
ange and black pattern, the colors of  the Saint George military decoration, 
 were ever more apparently used as symbols of  Victory Day.

Public responses to the themes of  Victory Day  were overwhelmingly posi-
tive, and by the 2000s and 2010s, it had become the most popu lar militarized 
holiday. If  in the 1990s its popularity was 25–29  percent, in the 2000s–2010s the 
holiday received 30–36   percent approval. In 2005 it overtook birthdays and 
ranked as the second most impor tant holiday, and in 2015 it had a rec ord 
42  percent popularity (see  table 8). This was not entirely connected to the gov-
ernment’s endeavors. Victory Day’s importance had been rising since the 1990s. 
To some extent, the government’s promotion of  Victory Day practices, very 
much like the themes within the government discourse, was a facilitation of  
trends already unfolding in Rus sia, regardless of  the government’s efforts.

Despite growing popularity, contestation and conflict around Victory Day 
surfaced once more. It happened around the ongoing insurgency in the 
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Caucasus. In the early 2000s, Rus sia sustained terrible terrorist attacks, and 
on May 9, some particularly brutal incidents took place. On May 9, 2002, a 
bomb exploded at the Victory Day parade in the town of  Kaspiysk in the 
Caucasian republic of  Dagestan, killing forty- three  people and injuring more 
than a hundred.13 In 2004, also during the Victory Day parade, a terror attack 
took place in Grozny, the capital of  Chechnya. The president of  the republic, 
Akhmet Kadyrov,  father of  the current president, Ramzan Kadyrov, was killed, 
together with more than fifty  people.14 Victory Day, which was supposed to 
exhibit an all- national inclusive Rus sian unity, was tainted by terrorism. Tar-
geting Victory Day cele brations underlined the insurgents’ divergent inter-
pretation of  the holiday. During the Second World War, Stalin accused the 
Chechens of  collective treason, and in 1944, they  were brutally deported to 
Central Asia.15 In the 1990s, the Chechen national leadership strongly denied 
the accusations of  treason. By the 2000s, the Chechen leadership turned to 
Salafi Islam and targeted Victory Day parades as symbols of  the Rus sian mili-
tary.16 This was a reminder that  there was no one victory for all in Rus sia and 
that certain parts of  Rus sia  were not unified with the federal center.

Besides  these bloody contestations, Victory Day practices had other chal-
lenges. From 2005, late- Soviet Victory Day practices faced a major practical 
prob lem— the veterans, around whom cele brations revolved,  were growing 
fewer in number. In 2005, veterans still participated in the cele brations. (They 
 were driven during the parade on military trucks.) With the years, they had 
grown too old and too few to perform their role during the holiday. How does 
one continue to celebrate a holiday without its main symbol and the focal point 
of  its practice? The desire to keep reproducing Victory Day called for innova-
tion. Increasingly, props that helped  people celebrate in new circumstances 
 were produced in an interaction between the government and the public; an 
evolution of  Brezhnev- era practices began.

 Table 8 Popularity (and Ranking) of  Military Holidays 1992–2015 (%)

1992 1998 2000 2002 2004 2005 2010 2012 2014 2015

Victory Day  
(May 9)

25 (5) 29 (4) 34 (3) 30 (3) 29 (4) 32 (2) 36 (3) 33 (4) 36 (4) 42 (3)

Day of  the 
Defender of  the 
Fatherland  
(February 23)

‒* ‒* ‒* 12 (9) 10 (8) 12 (8) 9 (8) 12 (8) 12 (8) 10 (8)

Unity Day  
(November 4) 

‒* ‒* ‒* ‒* ‒* ‒* 1 1 1 1

Source: Levada- Center
*Option not included in the poll.
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One such example of  a new Victory Day prop was the Georgian ribbon. 
The Georgian ribbon was in ven ted in 2005 as part of  the Rus sian news agency 
RIA Novosti’s online commemoration proj ect— Den’ Pobedy (Victory Day).17 
 There RIA Novosti in ven ted a symbol— a black- and- orange striped ribbon 
(the colors of  Saint George military decoration) to mark the anniversary. RIA 
Novosti called on the public to embrace remembrance by wearing the ribbon: 
“If  you cherish your ancestors’ contribution to the Allied cause, tie a ribbon on 
your bag, around the collar, or on anything you like, and wear it as long as you 
like. . . .  The tiny ribbon is worn as a symbol of  patriotism, which . . .  does not 
demand spectacular action.”18

The ribbon had vast potential as a mnemonic tool. As veterans  were  dying, 
the Georgian ribbon could symbolically replace the medals worn by them. It 
was also a  simple and mundane way to identify with the nation, which matched 
the growing trend in late modern socie ties for banal nationalism. This was ex-
pressed by RIA Novosti, as it claimed that one could perform a small deed to 
show patriotism and, by  doing so, recall  great actions for the nation. Yet it also 
had a latent aggressive potential, as a physical demarcation of  nash (ours) ver-
sus ne nash (not ours). In 2005–2007, the ribbon became increasingly popu lar 
during the May 9 cele brations.

Another new Victory Day practice was conceived in 2007, in Tyumen, West-
ern Siberia. A resident of  the town, Gennady Ivanov, suggested holding a 
pro cession in which participants would carry photos of  deceased veterans and 
fallen relatives.19 This idea materialized  under the name the Victors Parade 
(Parad Pobediteley), and it was held in Tyumen for several years.20 Like the 
Georgian ribbon, this too was a practice that aimed at circumventing the fact 
that veterans  were growing fewer. It was a personalized practice, where each 
participant was asked to carry photos of  his or her relatives. By 2009 several 
cities across Rus sia held pro cessions of  this sort  under vari ous names, and by 
2012 the idea was picked up by local tele vi sion journalists in Tomsk in Siberia, 
who or ga nized a well- publicized pro cession and renamed it the Immortal Reg-
iment (Bessmertnyy polk).21 As the historian Mischa Gabowitsch noted, the 
Immortal Regiment was neither a top- down nor a bottom-up initiative but 
rather a horizontal movement that spread this new commemorative practice 
across Rus sia.22

In 2008, Victory Day displayed more ele ments recalling late modern trends. 
During the parade, President Medvedev and Prime Minister Putin wore Geor-
gian ribbons.23 The troops  were treated to a new uniform, designed by Rus sia’s 
top fashion designer Valentin Yudashkin.24 Yudashkin’s involvement with the 
military underlined the fraternization between militarism and popu lar cul-
ture in Rus sia.25 Victory in the Second World War and military  matters  were 
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repositioned in society. They  were no longer heavy topics of  conversation 
but also a light and fash ion able affair. This mix between high and low cul-
ture, fashion and patriotism, was a postmodern turn and could be considered 
an expression of  banal nationalism. Banality did not, however, mean pacifism. 
Amid deteriorating relations with the West and former Soviet states, for the 
first time since Rus sia’s in de pen dence, heavy military hardware was displayed 
at the Victory Day parade.26 Indeed, just a few months  later Rus sia went to 
war with Georgia.

By 2013–2014 the Rus sian government fully embraced the new Victory Day 
practices. The Georgian ribbon and the Immortal Regiment, which the gov-
ernment appropriated, became new all- national and supranational practices 
of  Victory Day. The dissemination of  Georgian ribbons by volunteers became 
an international operation that went beyond the borders of  Rus sia to former 
Soviet states and countries with Russian- speaking populations, such as Ger-
many and Israel. A similar  thing happened with the Immortal Regiment, which 
became—in 2015, the seventieth anniversary of  victory— one of  the leading 
commemorative events in Rus sia. According to the Levada- Center, in 2015 an 
overwhelming 63  percent saw the initiative favorably, 82  percent knew what it 
was, and 25  percent said they would like to take part, with an extra 37  percent 
saying they  were likely to want to take part.27 Indeed, about half  a million par-
ticipants marched in 2015 in Moscow, among them President Putin, who held 
a photo of  his  father.28

During  those years, the new popu lar practices of  Victory Day had a dual 
use. In the short run, they  were used by the government for mobilizing sup-
port for the Annexation of  Crimea and the war in East Ukraine. The Geor-
gian ribbon and the Immortal Regiment  were used as instruments for national 
mobilization to show support for the government and legitimize its actions 
 after the Crimean campaign. The Georgian ribbon became a physical marker 
of  consensus over Rus sia’s actions in Crimea and Ukraine and the new milita-
ristic mainstream, showing who was  really nash (ours) and supported the slo-
gan “Krym nash” (Crimea is ours).29 The Immortal Regiment was used by the 
government to mobilize society  behind Rus sia’s narrative of  victory, in contrast 
with the narrative of  the new regime in Kiev, which Rus sia labeled fascist.

In the long run,  these new practices  were badly needed  because by 2010s 
the number of  veterans had become so few. The Georgian ribbon and Immor-
tal Regiment pro cessions, where photos of  veterans  were carried and  people 
wore Georgian ribbons and dressed in Soviet Army uniforms,  were positioned 
to fully replace the veterans. They  were pop u lar ized by state- owned media and 
on social networks, where the government held photo competitions and pop 
stars and celebrities pop u lar ized the practices by posting images of  the ribbons 
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and photos of  their relatives who had fought in the war.30  These novel, cyber- 
based practices of  Victory Day denoted an inclusive and mundane Rus sian na-
tional identification and became extremely popu lar.31 For instance, by 
performing individualized and cyber- based practices of  Victory Day, MC Doni, 
who in everyday life may have been a misfit and not Rus sian enough, uploaded 
a photo of  his grand father in uniform and was instantly marked as nash (ours). 
Doni, while using cyber technologies, could write his own inclusive narrative 
of  Rus sianness around Victory Day— a narrative in which he belongs. This ex-
ample defies the dichotomy of  pro-  and antigovernment practices, as indi-
viduals reproduced the new practices not only as a mean of  supporting the 
government but also to create belonging that fit the late modern era.32

 These new per for mances, which  were in sync with late modernity and ba-
nal nationalism, channeled a diff er ent type of  memory from the Brezhnev- 
era narrative. They signified a memory that was cleaner and less burdened with 
loss. Participants in the Immortal Regiment carried photos from their  family 
 albums and their association and belonging with the nation stemmed from 
their own personal history.33 This shifted the focal point of  the practice to in-
dividual agency. It was no longer a per for mance centered on the mythicized 
agency of  veterans. In the post- Crimean atmosphere, when the new govern-
ment in Ukraine was described as fascist,  those who marched in the Immortal 
Regiment performed the heroic duty of  defending the memory of  the war 
from real and  imagined fascists. The inconceivable heroism of  risking one’s 
life and defeating Nazi Germany was replaced with the mundane practice of  
joining a pro cession and fighting— not in a real war but in a po liti cal polemic 
and propaganda war.

Within the same trend, the new practices of  memory  were also cleansed 
of  suffering and became increasingly upbeat rather than sad. The vanis hing 
veterans gave way to their photos.  People could casually wear a Georgian rib-
bon, instead of  hard- won medals.  People dressed up in Soviet Army uniforms 
and turned it into a carnival, where love of  country could be shown by imi-
tating  great deeds, without performing them. This alteration in memory was 
recorded by Levada- Center polls. Respondents  were asked, “What feelings do 
you have about Victory Day?” In 2015,  there was a spike in  those who said it 
is primarily a happy day (59  percent). The Rus sian public no longer treated it 
as the Soviet song “Den’ Pobedy” (Victory Day) says, “it is joy with tears in 
our eyes” (“eto radost’ so slezami na glazakh”); the burden of  war was lifted, 
and only victory remained. In the following years, the government encour-
aged more practices of  a similar nature, like building a mock Reichstag that 
the new militarized youth movement Yungvardiya could storm.34
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It was not by chance that  these new practices of  memory  were crystallized 
around the annexation of  Crimea. Crimea was Rus sia’s first New Generation 
War (Voyna novogo pokoleniya), a theoretical military term for a late mod-
ern type of  war, a war where the use of  kinetic force is reduced to minimum.35 
Acting in the sphere of  plausible deniability and using communication tech-
nologies such as live media broadcasting, the Rus sian government constructed 
a clean war that was easily consumed and applauded from the comfort of  one’s 
living room. This was barely a Rus sian or a new phenomenon. In the West, 
reporters who covered the war in Iraq in 2003 recalled that “the war was set 
up to be filmed and recorded by the media,” as part of  the Pentagon’s percep-
tion management.36 This was treated as “militainment,” which used  music and 
graphics to make the war more appealing and easier to support.37 In Rus sia 
too, the war in Crimea, as well as the memory of  the Second World War, no 
longer had the same gruesome and unpleasant connotations. The narrative 
of  military victory changed, and now it was no longer loss that led to great-
ness. The new greatness could be achieved effortlessly and cleanly. The New 
Generation War victory in Crimea and the new memory practices of  Victory 
Day  were a match made in heaven. They expressed how deeply Rus sian na-
tional identification was influenced by late modern trends.

This analy sis shows that not only did Victory Day remain contested; at least 
in the early 2000s, its new practices channeled late modern trends. While the 
government encouraged militarized holidays, in many ways it was a facilita-
tor for grassroots (or horizontal) initiatives.  These new practices of  Victory 
Day  were expressions of  banal, mundane, and individualized national identi-
fication. Hence, the identification that developed in Rus sia around Victory Day 
was not necessarily more militarized and unified but a late modern and banal 
identification.

Day of the Defender of the Fatherland (February 23)

The Day of  the Defender of  the Fatherland (February 23) was the second most 
popu lar holiday out of  the three national military holidays but with nowhere 
near the popularity of  Victory Day.38 Putin gave the holiday a purely military 
tone. For instance, in 2002 Putin marked the holiday by visiting wounded ser-
vicemen.39 The government encouraged educational and militarized activities 
on this holiday through the Program for the Patriotic Education of  Citizens 
of  the Rus sian Federation (Patrioticheskoye vospitaniye grazhdan Rossiyskoy 
Federatsii).40 However, in the early 2000s this message seemed misplaced. Un-
like in Soviet times, society was freer, and the military, despite a relative rise 
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in popularity, was a controversial institution in many re spects. Recent wars in 
Af ghan i stan and the First Chechen War  were viewed as disastrous.41 Moreover, 
the Rus sian army was associated with grave internal abuses of  power and bul-
lying (dedovshchina). Dodging the draft became widespread, and the Rus sian 
ombudsman admitted that many of   those who  were drafted  were not fit for 
ser vice.42 In  these circumstances, the army was not necessarily a celebrated 
institution. In  later years, the image of  the Rus sian military improved due to 
successful military reforms and following the bloodless annexation of  Crimea. 
Yet, similarly to its Soviet- era practices, this holiday did not celebrate the armed 
forces.

For  those who did celebrate the holiday, its reproduction looked more like 
an excuse for masculine activities. For instance, a school in Rostov held a  family 
activity called “ Daddy and I— a sporty  family,” where young  children dressed 
as  little sailors ran, jumped, and danced with their  fathers. This was a rela-
tively militarized event. Other events  were more mundane. In Sochi and in 
Dubna (a town near Moscow), martial arts clubs used the day for competi-
tions. In Nizhny Novgorod, an off- road riding competition was held, while a 
group of  hikers from the Ural region de cided to share on a local news web-
site their cele brations of  the holiday on the ice of  Lake Baikal.  These prac-
tices reinforced gender relations in the society and marked what was regarded 
as masculine in Rus sia. Even more importantly, like on International  Women’s 
Day (March 8), commercialization became a main feature of  the holiday, with 
recommendations for pre sents as well as special sales events for manly prod-
ucts, such as cars.43 Hence, while the official agenda of  the day was military, 
its popularity was not high, and its practices  were reflected and reproduced 
mainly in mundane ways and through commercialism.

 Here too, competing interpretations of  the day existed. For the Chechens, 
this was a day of  memory and sorrow: Stalin had chosen Red Army Day (Feb-
ruary 23) to begin the deportations of  the Chechens in 1944.44 In 1956 Khrush-
chev exonerated them, and they began to return to the Caucasus.45 In 
post- Soviet Chechnya, demonstrations against Moscow’s policies and com-
memorative events  were held on that day.46 Since 2012, Moscow- backed 
Ramzan Kadyrov ordered that the Day of  the Defender of  the Fatherland be 
celebrated on February 23, together with the rest of  the Rus sian population. 
The day of  mourning for the deportations was moved to May 10, the date of  
his  father’s burial in 2004.47 Yet Chechens looked for ways to circumvent the 
ban through private practices of  mourning on February 23, like posting on so-
cial networks and leaving their doors open (a Caucasian ritual of  mourning).48

 These varied interpretations of  the Day of  the Defender of  the Fatherland 
meant that  after the re introduction of  the holiday in 2002, it had several 
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interpretations in Rus sia. The official interpretation celebrated military ser-
vicemen. The wider public reproduced practices that  were not necessarily 
tied to military themes but rather, like in Soviet times, represented manhood 
and  were often celebrated through commercial practices. The Chechen mi-
nority view diverged altogether, as they continued to mourn the deporta-
tions that had traumatized their community. This was another example that 
in the late modern context multiple and competing calendars could not be 
completely scrapped.

In fact, the date that marked a mass cele bration that was linked to the armed 
forces in Rus sia became the Day of  the Airborne Forces (August 2), popularly 
known as Den’ VDV. But this was a slightly diff er ent cele bration from what 
the government envisioned. The date was designated as a memorable day in 
2006.49 Den’ VDV commemorates the establishment of  the Airborne Forces 
in 1930 and celebrates the fighters in one of  the toughest forces in the Rus sian 
army. This day was meant to be celebrated in a very proper and dignified 
manner— meetings of  the blood brotherhood of  the blue berets (airborne 
forces members) in cemeteries to lay flowers. In 2006, as a sign of  the increased 
closeness between the army and the Rus sian Orthodox Church, the authori-
ties or ga nized a Christian Orthodox ser vice in Moscow, accompanied by a 
krestnyy khod (an Orthodox Christian pro cession) and a liturgy.50 A  music con-
cert was or ga nized in Gorky Park in Moscow.

Although not a day off  work, it became very popu lar. While some partici-
pants came out with families to celebrate and remember their fallen brothers- 
in- arms, for most former and current paratroopers this day became a yearly 
carnival of  rowdy be hav ior. It featured heavy drinking, fights, public disorder, 
and public sexual acts. In line with the carnivalesque spirit of  the holiday, the 
celebrating forces used their nickname— “ Uncle Vasya’s troops” (in Rus sian, 
Voyska dyadi Vasi, which had the same abbreviation as the Airborne Forces: 
VDV)— named  after Soviet general Vasily Margelov, “ Uncle Vasya,” who es-
tablished the Soviet airborne troops. In Moscow, Novosibirsk, Irkutsk, and 
other smaller cities, mass brawls, attacks on ethnic minorities, bathing in foun-
tains, and other disorderly conduct  were reported.51 Photos of  the events 
show  people in white- and- blue striped T- shirts, khaki military trousers, and 
blue berets looking intoxicated, often bleeding, singing in fountains. The events 
 were so disturbing to the public order that in 2016 Moscow local authorities 
wanted to move the cele brations from Gorky Park in the city center to Pa-
triot Park on the outskirts.52 In several cities, celebrators  were heavi ly guarded 
by police to ensure disorder did not spill over. This was far from the  wholesome 
patriotic image the holiday was meant to proj ect and was a diff er ent and com-
peting interpretation of  this cele bration— a carnival.



164  ChapteR 6

The meaning of  carnival as a social phenomenon has been discussed in 
 several studies. Most famously, the historian Natalie Zemon- Davis noted 
that carnivals, where  people play fool and marry, are “not mere ‘safety valves’ ” 
but that “festive life can, on the one hand, perpetuate certain values of  the 
community . . .  and on the other hand criticize po liti cal order.”53 The carni-
val of  Den’ VDV was, as other such events, a “safety valve”— a day to blow off 
steam. This was prob ably also the reason that the authorities did not move 
the cele brations to the city outskirts. However, as Zemon- Davis noted, such 
events have deeper meaning. Den’ VDV also represents a negotiation over the 
meaning of  normality in post- Soviet Rus sian society and the government- 
promoted image of  military- patriotic (and religious) morality. Putin’s image 
of  a sober security ser vices officer, a sportsman, and a pious Christian is not 
necessarily the image of  Rus sian military men. Den’ VDV challenged concep-
tions of  this military image. It revealed the government’s return to security 
and stability as untrue and boring. Instead, Den’ VDV presented a distorted- 
carnival mirror of  the government’s  wholesome military image in Rus sia, 
which was in fact rowdy and raucous. Hence, it became another example of  
the competing interpretations of  memorial days, which  were common in the 
late modern context and remained so in Rus sia in the 2000s.

Unity Day (November 4)

The situation was even more extreme with Unity Day (November 4), which 
also did not escape controversy. Despite the government’s backing, this holi-
day was barely known to the population. The president together with the heads 
of  major religions in Rus sia marked the day by laying flowers at the Monu-
ment to Minin and Pozharsky, the heroes of  the 1612 campaign. This was a 
public show of  interfaith national unity in Rus sia. Concerts  were or ga nized 
in Moscow and other major cities. But polling results showed that at no point 
did this holiday receive more than 1  percent popularity. Most  people did not 
even know the holiday’s name. In 2005, only 8  percent of  respondents knew 
what holiday was taking place on November 4, while 33  percent thought it 
was the Day of  Reconciliation and Accord (the post-1996 name for the Anni-
versary of  the October Revolution, November 7). In 2012, still 25  percent 
thought it was the Day of  Reconciliation and Accord. Although the number 
of   those who recognized the date as Unity Day was rising (from 8  percent 
in 2005 to 43  percent in 2012), in 2012 still 48  percent of  respondents  either 
misconceived or bluntly did not recognize the holiday.54 When asked  whether 
respondents intended to celebrate November  7 or November  4, around 
60  percent of  the respondents said that they would celebrate neither.
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In contrast to the general apathy  toward this holiday, Unity Day became 
the holiday of  far- right groups. From 2005 far- right groups or ga nized Russkiy 
March on November 4— a pro cession of  far- right and racist groups in Rus sia.55 
This marked the holiday as a day of  po liti cal protest, extreme ideologies, and 
opposition to the government— messages that  were all contrary to the gov-
ernment’s initial plans for the day. Right- wing protestors, the pro- Kremlin 
youth movement Nashi (Ours), and the antifascist left- wing movement Antifa 
clashed on this day.56 Moreover, even within the right- wing movements  there 
was discord. By 2007  there  were multiple protests of  right- wing groups in Mos-
cow. The researcher Denis Zuev noted that “in 2009 no less than five marches 
 were or ga nized by diff er ent groups representing diff er ent ideological frames, 
from fundamentalist Rus sian Orthodox to national socialist and competing ver-
sions of  patriotism.”57 Although by the 2010s the government accepted some 
ideas that  were raised by nationalist groups that protested on Unity Day (such 
as Neo- Eurasianism), Rus sian nationalists remained competitors with the gov-
ernment, and Unity Day was their rallying date.

Unity Day was meant to curb competing po liti cal calendars that developed 
in the 1990s around the communist day of  protest on November 7. But, in fact, 
it produced another type of  protest that was no less challenging. Unity Day 
became a holiday that underlined disunity, ethnic tensions, and competing in-
terpretations of  love of  country and belonging to the national in- group. This 
underlined the continued fragmentation of  the national calendar and the pres-
ence of  competing and contested calendars in Putin’s Rus sia, which charac-
terize late modernity.

a “morality turn”? the Religious Calendar
Military and religious themes  were intertwined in the effort to create a uni-
fied national calendar that reflected a stable national identification. The Rus-
sian Orthodox Church understood the need to work with the government to 
make sure its calendar worked synergistically with government- promoted mili-
tarized themes. For instance, in 2003, a Church press release stated: “The Pri-
mate of  the Rus sian Orthodox Church and the Head of  the Rus sian State 
congratulated each other on the holiday of  the Bright Resurrection and Vic-
tory Day.”58 Despite the odd coupling between the resurrection of  Jesus Christ 
and victory over Nazi Germany, they  were blended as the new sanctities of  
post- Soviet Rus sian society. The scholar of  Rus sian nationalism Marlene Laru-
elle termed this a “morality turn” in Rus sian politics— the increased debate 
on the role of  traditional values in Rus sia’s national identity.59
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The symbiotic connection between President Putin and the Rus sian Ortho-
dox Church materialized instantly. Putin developed a close relationship with the 
head of  the Rus sian Orthodox Church, Patriarch Alexei II (and  later Patriarch 
Kirill); the president attended ser vices and was involved in the affairs of  the Or-
thodox Christian world. On his inauguration in 2000, Putin sought the blessing 
of  Patriarch Alexei II. In 2003 he got involved in the pro cess of  reconciliation 
between the Moscow patriarchate and the Rus sian Orthodox Church abroad.60 
He attended  every Pascha ser vice starting in 1999 in the Church of  Christ the 
Savior, except for 2003, which he spent in Tajikistan. He attended Orthodox 
Christmas ser vices in churches and monasteries across Rus sia’s regions and in 
2007 celebrated Orthodox Christmas in Jerusalem.61 By mid-2000 Putin became 
known for his traditional values, had a strong standing in the Orthodox world, 
and was described by Patriarch Alexei II as a “[true] Orthodox Christian.”62 Pho-
tos of  him attending Christian ser vices on holidays became tools for the eleva-
tion of  the Christian Orthodox calendar to a semiofficial level.

This was accompanied by the gradual ac cep tance and endorsement of  
Orthodox- civilizational approaches, such as adherence to traditional values, 
recognition of  Rus sia’s special path, and Rus sia as the heart of  a unique civili-
zation.63 This culminated in the 2010s, but even beforehand, Rus sia had posi-
tioned itself  as the defender of  conservative values.  These approaches 
legitimized the divergence from a demo cratic transition to the introduction 
of  sovereign democracy. It was explained by Rus sia’s special path as a truly 
Christian nation, while democracy and liberal values  were Western and for-
eign to Rus sia.64  These ideas expressed exclusive identification and  were in 
many cases aggressive.

Rejection of  Western liberal values and encouragement of  traditional and 
 family values allowed for the forming of  partnerships with other traditional 
actors abroad and at home. Domestically, Putin developed relationships with 
the heads of  other “traditional religions” in Rus sia, such as the chief  mufti of  
Rus sia, Rawil Gaynetdin, and the chief  rabbi of  Rus sia, Berl Lazar.65 From Pu-
tin’s point of  view,  these relationships showed Rus sia’s greatness. In a meet-
ing with Rabbi Lazar, Putin stated: “It’s good that we have such a big country, 
a multinational country, and a holiday like the New Year is celebrated  here sev-
eral times.”66 Hence, the government’s support for religion was not  limited 
to Orthodox Chris tian ity, and alliances based on conservative and religious val-
ues  were encouraged.

Interfaith cooperation between “traditional religions” was also used to sup-
press other minority groups in society.  Here the LGBTQ community served 
as a scapegoat. For instance, at an interfaith roundtable at Kazan’s Hall of  Cul-
ture in Tatarstan, the archpriest of  Kazan, Vladimir Samoilenko, said: “We, 
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all of  us,  will not put up with attempts to legitimize homosexual weddings. . . .  
I know I speak for my Jewish and Muslim colleagues, too.”67 This representa-
tive statement repositioned the issue of  identification from an ethnically ex-
clusive one, which stemmed from Orthodox identification, to a broader 
strug gle by a co ali tion of  religious leaders against liberal conceptions of  flex-
ible identifications, primarily LGBTQ. Although the depth of  this alliance 
should not be overestimated, it allowed the Rus sian government certain flex-
ibility in approaching other religious groups, when the general atmosphere 
was increasingly exclusivist and aggressive.

The portrayal of  the liberal West as a new common  enemy with its LG-
BTQ agents of  subversion within Rus sia culminated around an annual cele-
bration of  the LGBTQ community— the Gay Pride parade. In 2006, LGBTQ 
activists planned to mark May 27, the thirteenth anniversary of  the repeal of  
act 121, which banned homo sexuality in the Soviet Union, with the first Gay 
Pride parade in Moscow.68 Yet this started a chain of  events that revealed the 
depth of  the Orthodox Church’s penetration into the politics of  Rus sia. Around 
this pretext, an attack on LGBTQ rights was launched in the name of  protect-
ing the traditional  family. The conflict was colored in civilizational themes— 
the sinful West against the truly Christian Orthodox Rus sia. In 2007, Moscow’s 
mayor called the parade a “satanic rite.”69 Society supported  these moves, and 
anti- LGBTQ sentiment in the public  rose significantly. (From 2007 to 2013, the 
number of   people who viewed homo sexuality negatively  rose from 21 to 
54  percent.)70 It became common in the 2010s to refer to Western Eu rope 
as “Gay- ropa,” which turned into a general derogatory term for the liberal 
West.

To articulate proper traditional and Orthodox conceptions of  love, a new 
Orthodox Christian holiday was introduced (although it did not become a na-
tional holiday). From 2008, Dmitry Medvedev’s wife, Svetlana Medvedeva, 
who is a devout Christian, was promoting the Day of  Peter and Fevronia 
( July 8). In Orthodox Chris tian ity, Peter and Fevronia  were the patrons of  
 family, love, and faithfulness, and the holiday was meant to celebrate traditional 
and  family values. This was an alternative to Valentine’s Day, which became 
popu lar in Rus sia, as well as a conservative rearticulation of   family and gen-
der in Rus sia.71 In 2008, Medvedeva elaborated on the values and gender roles 
projected by this holiday: “I think for  women this holiday is especially mean-
ingful. A  woman must by nature strive for humility. Its purpose is to keep peace 
and love in the  family.”72 This holiday promoted the notion that conservative 
gender roles  were somehow historically tied to Rus sian heritage. Although the 
holiday never became widely popu lar, its banal symbolism— a daisy— and other 
greetings circulated on social networks on July 8.
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Against this background, it is impor tant to examine the extent to which 
 these pro cesses precipitated a change in Rus sian identification  toward a more 
exclusive Orthodox- based identity. Specifically, did  these pro cesses result in in-
creased worship and the punctuation of  time by the Orthodox calendar, or 
did selective observance, which is common in late modern socie ties, persist 
in the 2000s and 2010s? This would make clear  whether Rus sian identification 
continued to develop along the lines of  other late modern socie ties or became 
more exclusivist and based on Orthodox religious values.

In the 2000s, opinion polls showed that Orthodox Christian religious affili-
ation grew in Rus sian society. Levada Center polls showed that from 1996 to 
2002 the number of  respondents who considered themselves Orthodox Chris-
tians  rose from 50 to 56  percent and remained around that level  until 2005.73 
In 2005, polls showed that about 60  percent of  Rus sians identified as Ortho-
dox Christians.  These figures  rose steadily, peaking at almost 80  percent in 2009 
and stabilizing at around this figure through 2012.74 The proportion of  indi-
viduals who identified as Muslim gradually grew as well, reaching 7  percent 
in 2012.75

Responses regarding religious worship among believers  were mixed. Poll 
results showed an increase in church attendance between 1998 and 2003 (see 
 table 9).76 The number of   people who never went to church decreased from 
61 to 46  percent and remained so into the 2010s. But  people did not report 
frequent church attendance  either, which suggests that they did not perform 
regular religious worship and did not follow religious rites. The results can sug-
gest that  people participated in religious ceremonies in church (weddings, 
christenings, attendance during holidays) or went individually to light candles 
but did not perform deeply religious rituals, which would have required more 
regular attendance. Indeed, in 2012 when asked about the purpose of  attend-
ing church, most  people said that they went to church to light a candle and 
not for a specific religious ser vice. Another illustration of  this is a very slight 
increase over the years in the per for mance of  receiving Holy Communion, an 
impor tant religious ritual. By 2015 more than 61  percent of   those who identi-
fied as believers never received Holy Communion.

Results of  religious worship and per for mance of  religious rituals during 
holidays  were also mixed. In the 2000s  there was no increase in the popularity 
of  Pascha.77 The popularity of  Orthodox Christmas grew from 16  percent in 
2000 to 26  percent in 2005 but then went down again to 19  percent in 2010–
2012 (see  table 10). As in the 1990s, other Orthodox Christian religious holi-
days  were not popu lar enough to be recorded by the Levada- Center. As for 
Muslim holidays, the Levada- Center recorded that since 2002 the Muslim holi-
day of  Eid al- Adha, known in Rus sia  under its Turkish name Kurban- Bayram, 
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received 3–5  percent. This showed that religious holidays did not gain primacy 
as dates that punctuated social time and denoted a religious, ethnically based, 
exclusivist identification.

In terms of  rituals during holidays, selective observance persisted. During 
Pascha, the most popu lar ritual remained that of  painting eggs (72  percent in 
2000, 75  percent in 2006, and 69  percent in 2013). Rus sians continued to like 
kulich cakes, but during the 2000s, while the number of   those who intended 
to bake kulich was  going down, the number of   those who intended to buy 
one was  going up.78 This suggests the penetration of  commercial practices into 
holiday rituals. The only deeply religious per for mance that increased in pop-
ularity was consecrating kulich, which increased from 14  percent in 2000 to 
26  percent in 2006 and remained at around 20–25  percent in the 2010s. The 
same increase did not happen with vigils, which remained at around the same 
level of  popularity as in the 1990s. During Velikiy Post (Lent),  there was a slight 
rise in nonobservants and a decrease in partially observant practices. Contrary 
to this trend, on Maslenitsa, the spring festival a week before Lent,  there was 
an increase in observance (a decrease in  those who intended to eat meat) from 
48  percent in 1997 to around 30  percent in the early 2000s.79 It is in ter est ing 
that Rus sian  were more likely to observe Maslenitsa than Velikiy Post. Velikiy 
Post was far more impor tant from a religious point of  view, while Maslenitsa 
was a festive holiday that was originally pagan. This may suggest that Rus sians 
preferred a festive holiday over religious repentance.

 Table 9 Church Attendance in Rus sia 1998–2011 (%)

1998 2003 2007 2011 2017 2019

Never went to church 61 46 43 45 33 37

Less than once a year 16 18 17 12 16 13

At least once a year or a few times 18 30 17 29 35 33

Once or a few times a month 4 5 8 8 10 7

Weekly attendance 2 2 2 4 3 5

Source: Levada Center.

 Table 10 Popularity of  Pascha and Orthodox Christmas, 1992–2012 (%)

1992 1998 2000 2002 2004 2005 2010 2012

Pascha 30 (4) 29 (4) 32 (4) 26 (6) 23 (5) 28 (5) 31 (5) 29 (5)

Orthodox Christmas 18 (5) 23 (6 16 (6) 19 (7) 22 (6) 26 (6) 19 (6) 19 (7)

Source: Levada- Center.
Note: Partial results.
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Overall,  these results suggest that Rus sians continued to perform selective 
observance and that  there was no significant change in the place occupied by 
religion and religious rituals in individuals’ lives. Despite the government’s in-
creased involvement in and encouragement of  religious institutions, deeply 
religious rituals did not become more common. It suggests that while the 
president— who was photographed attending services— served as a mnemonic 
tool of  the Orthodox calendar and elevated it to a semiofficial level, the Rus-
sian public continued to “cherry- pick” religious practices like in the 1990s. 
 These findings reveal, like the government’s militarized calendar, the moral-
ity turn as a relatively thin layer of  ice, which did not fundamentally change 
the public’s relationship with religion. The reproduction of  religious rituals 
showed less commitment to religious tenets and more cultural affiliation with 
Orthodox Chris tian ity. Hence, Orthodox Chris tian ity remained a supplemen-
tal ele ment of  ethnic Rus sianness in an overall late modern experience of  fluid 
Rus sianness.

 These findings suggest that the ostracization of  the LGBTQ community 
should not be considered a symptom of  a society that was becoming more 
religious and conservative. Rather, it was an attempt to firmly delineate an in- 
group by a pro cess of  othering a traditionally vulnerable minority in Rus sia. 
The LGBTQ community was a scapegoat used by an unstable co ali tion of  po-
liti cal actors whose interests  were fundamentally at odds with each other. For 
the Rus sian Orthodox Church, it was a populist rallying point for a society that, 
other wise, was not growing more religious. For non- Orthodox actors, it was 
a common denominator around which they could unite, as the po liti cal cli-
mate was changing  toward exclusive visions of  identity, which might impinge 
on their rights too.

personal holidays and statist Ideology
The last section of  this chapter turns the spotlight on personal and local holi-
days that persisted through the 2000s and signified the continued importance 
of  the private sphere. The Rus sian cultural critic Daniil Dondurey noted that 
Rus sians’ continued preferences for personal and private holidays is impor tant, 
especially since in the 2000s it was assumed that the public favored statism.80 
The most impor tant holiday during this period remained Novy God, an apo-
liti cal and personal holiday to which  people continued to strongly relate. An-
other in ter est ing local new holiday discussed  here is Monstratsiya.
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Novy God

According to the Levada- Center, in the 2000s and 2010s about 80  percent of  
respondents considered Novy God the most impor tant holiday in the year. 
Its popularity surpassed by far all other holidays and memorial days.  After 
Novy God, the most popu lar holidays  were personal events (birthdays), which 
scored around 40  percent. This illustrates the continuation of  a previous trend, 
and Novy God continued to be a focal point in the Rus sian national calen-
dar. As for cele brations, Levada- Center polls showed that Rus sians continue 
to prefer celebrating Novy God in private settings, at home (over 70  percent of  
respondents).81 As for the holiday rest days, again most respondents said that 
they intended to stay at home and do  house work/projects.

In those years more holiday practices evolved. For instance, writing post-
cards, which had been very popu lar in Soviet times, was adjusted to new tech-
nological and commercial realities, and Rus sians often preferred more instant 
ways of  greeting friends and  family— like text messaging.82 Yet postcards did 
not completely lose their appeal, and new trends appeared, like preferences for 
unique one- of- a- kind handmade postcards or DIY postcards.83 Internet mar-
ketplace websites like Yarmarka Masterov (similar to the Etsy marketplace 
website in the United States) offered hand- made, personalized, and one- of- a- 
kind pre sents themed for the new year.

 There was also interest in reinventing the Soviet- era Novy God menu, to 
reflect new tastes and rising living conditions. A Rus sian lifestyle and cooking 
guru with a heavy presence on social media, Nika Belotserkovskaya, published 
the cookbook Every thing for  under the Fir Tree: My Favorite  Recipes for the Cele-
bratory  Table (Vso pod yëlku: Moi lyubimyye retsepty k prazdnichnomu stolu). The 
title of  the book revealed a known truism of  continuity of  the Rus sian national 
calendar— there was only one celebratory  table, and it was the Novy God  table. 
But the content of  the book showed an evolution of  practices. On the book’s 
cover appeared a photo graph of  Belotserkovskaya in a nostalgic Soviet mili-
tary ushanka hat and a large fur coat hanging off  her shoulder, showing a fash-
ion able, revealing dress—an expression of  the mix of  traditions and the 
evolving image of  Rus sian life.

The content of  this book was obviously an attempt to sketch this new sense 
of  Rus sianness and to cater to new tastes. The book included photos of  Soviet- 
era Novy God foods, like mandarins and caviar. Yet, Belotserkovskaya noted 
in her Introduction that the book contains no  recipe for the traditional Soviet 
salat Oliv’ye, as “you  will prob ably have your own.” This book included  recipes 
of  traditional Rus sian foods, which  were not staple Novy God foods, like 
borscht, schi soup (meat and cabbage), and an Orthodox Christmas cake.84 At 
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the same time, the book was stylized with red- color ornaments, mirroring 
Western Christmas traditions, and included foreign dishes like lasagna, ta-
gliatelle, and focaccia.85 Belotserkovskaya’s book was not a masterpiece of  
carefully balanced ideological, cultural, and culinary advices like the Soviet 
Book of  Tasty and Healthy Food. It was a late modern se lection— a fragmented 
assemblage of  tastes, fashions, and trends. The flexible framework of  Novy 
God allowed for this type of  adaptation, without taking away the impor tant 
place that this holiday had in Rus sian life.

In 2007 a sequel to the legendary film Ironiya sud’by, ili S logkim parom! was 
released. It featured the same actors, as well as a new generation of  popu lar 
Rus sian young actors, who played their sons and  daughters. Although this 
movie did not gain the same status as the original film from 1976, it under-
lined the flexible ele ments of  Novy God, which can be reproduced over time. 
The film mixed Soviet- era traditions and features of  post- Soviet life. The apart-
ments, in the same Soviet- era blocks,  were decorated for Novy God with 
staple celebratory  tables. But the new protagonists  were diff er ent. They  were 
global- minded, refrained from drinking, drove expensive Japa nese cars, had cell 
phones, and planned American- style marriage proposals, which included a 
large diamond ring. It also featured a diasporic ele ment, as one of  the charac-
ters emigrated to Israel and called on Novy God to greet her friends in Rus-
sia. In the film, as in real ity, Novy God transcended not only the change from 
Soviet to post- Soviet regimes but also the move from one country to another. 
Notably in Israel, a Jewish country, Novy God had gained a semiofficial sta-
tus, and one Israeli website noted: “As  there is more than one way to be Israeli— 
there is more than one way to celebrate a Novy God.”86 As the development 
of  the original film to its sequel showed, this holiday’s flexibility made it a sym-
bol of  inclusiveness not only for post- Soviet Rus sians but to  others of  the late 
modern globalized world.

The 2015 New Year’s movie Strana OZ (Land of  Oz) portrayed a diff er ent 
perspective of  post- Soviet Rus sian Novy God. In this dark comedy, Lenka, a 
young girl from a village in Siberia, comes to the big city Yekaterinburg, to 
work as a saleswoman in a kiosk. Her Novy God night turns into a destitute 
and dangerous journey where she meets vari ous unsavory types (drug- addicted 
businessmen, prostitutes in snow maidens’ dresses, and low- life pseudo- 
intellectuals). The movie purposely negates the accepted conventions of  
Novy God practices: most scenes are set outside, on the cold streets; none of  
the characters are celebrating Novy God at home; none of  them have fami-
lies, and  there is no festive  table in sight. They are lonely, lost, and often vio-
lent  people. The movie does not completely diverge from the Novy God genre, 
however, as Lenka does find love in the end ( after sustaining a gunshot wound 
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from drive-by shooting). This movie showed that although the tradition of  
Novy God lives on— even in  these gruesome circumstances, Lenka experienced 
her private miracle— the experience of  Rus sian life is fragmented, and real ity 
can be contested by competing narratives.

Non- Soviet Localism— Monstratsiya (May 1)

Localism has come  under pressure during the Putin regime, but it has not 
ceased to create its own understandings of  Rus sianness. In 2004 Putin initi-
ated far- reaching federal reforms in Rus sia, which severely weakened local ex-
ecutives in the federal regions of  Rus sia. The pretext for this reform was the 
deadly terrorist attack in Beslan, which was blamed on insufficient security pro-
visions in the regions. But the real motivation for this move was to strengthen 
the federal center as part of  the vertical of  power and to reverse pro cesses of  
localism that had emerged in the 1990s. In this po liti cal context, City Day (Den’ 
Goroda), which became a popu lar local tradition in the 1990s, was hollowed 
of  its deeper po liti cal meanings as a negotiation over identification between 
the center and the periphery.

Interestingly, in the same year, a new local practice emerged in Novosibirsk. 
 There, since May 1, 2004, students and young  people had carried out a yearly 
monstratsiya— a wordplay produced by removing the de-  prefix from demon-
stratsiya (demonstration), which  were heavi ly sanctioned in Rus sia. Artem 
Louskutov, a local street artist, and his fellow students created a new unique 
practice, which he claimed was a protest against the “absurdity of  Rus sia’s po-
liti cal life.”87 It was a very colorful event, which gained much support as part 
po liti cal act and part artistic (often surreal) personal expression. It also carried 
ele ments of  localism, and Louskutov often underlined that it was a periph-
eral tradition, removed from the po liti cal power strug gles of  Moscow. One 
of  the slogans Louskutov promoted was “ Here it’s not Moscow” (“Zdes’ vam 
ne Moskva”).

Starting in 2004,  every May 1 “monstrators” dressed up in colorful street 
fashion, often appearing in costumes. They carried slogans that  were weird and 
absurd. They had no real po liti cal meaning— one girl dressed in black- and- 
white stripes held a placard that read, “Racoons are also  people.” Another girl 
with a flower in her hair and a painted face held one reading, “Give me the keys 
to ward no. 6 and I’ll hide  there from all the psychos.”88 Each participant was 
dressed uniquely, and each slogan was unique, showing their individuality and 
original artistic expression. The organizers also noted that each year’s Mon-
stratsiya proceeded  under a diff er ent slogan  because “the world is diff er ent 
 every day and it changes the context around monstratsiya.” For instance, in 
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2008 the main slogan, carried on a large banner, read, “Do not teach us how to 
live, or [ else] we  will teach you.” In 2012, it was “We are like you, but better.”89

Monstratsiya has a carnival dynamic that featured both a safety valve as well 
as a deeper meaning. Local and federal governments  were suspicious about and 
even hostile to this event. In 2009 Monstratsiya cele brations  were dispersed by 
police, and the or ga nizer, Louskutov, was arrested.90 However, the authorities 
never completely cracked down on this tradition, which as of  2010 was taking 
place in more cities across Rus sia and in former Soviet republics. It was a safety 
valve that allowed young Rus sians, raised in the late modern context with all the 
reflexive tools and fashions that accompanied it (from increased consumerism to 
daily use of  internet and social media), an individualized form of  celebrating.

However, Monstratsiya has a deeper meaning as a striking example of  the 
proliferation of  late modern practices in Rus sia’s periphery. The practices of  
Monstratsiya (slogans, costumes)  were very personalized and stood as a testa-
ment to the interest of  young  people in performing competing and contested 
practices on the defunct Soviet holiday of  May 1. To some extent, Monstratsiya 
was a po liti cal expression of  dis plea sure with the regime in Moscow. For in-
stance, in 2014 the Novosibirsk Monstratsiya cele bration marched  under the 
slogan “Ad Nash” (Hell is ours) and challenged the new consensus of  “Krym 
Nash” (Crimea is ours). In the same year, Louskutov also tried to or ga nize a 
Siberian in de pen dence march, to reveal the Kremlin’s hy poc risy when deal-
ing with Crimea. Yet Monstratsiya is also a sign of  a deeper change—of  a new 
generation, which is neither Soviet nor post- Soviet but non- Soviet.91  These 
young Rus sians have lived their entire lives in a context that was both Rus sian 
and very much late modern. Evidently, for them competing and contested cal-
endars are natu ral and normal, making Monstratsiya their own non- Soviet 
normality.

a Rus sian national Calendar? po liti cal technologies 
of the national Calendar and their limits
In conclusion to this chapter, one should acknowledge that in the 2000s, the 
Rus sian government accomplished the construction of  a unified national 
religious- militarized calendar that had a coherent internal logic. This was an 
impor tant and complicated task, and it managed to reinstate a sense of  a cen-
trally controlled punctuation of  social time. Military holidays  were part of  the 
broader pro cesses of  securitization in Rus sia. Orthodox holidays also made 
sense, as for centuries the Church had positioned itself  as a pillar of  a strong 
Rus sian state— another theme that was promoted across the board.
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As citizenship, migration, the media, and discourse became focused on se-
curity and stability, so did the order of  historical and social time. In this con-
text,  these holidays made sense and reinforced each other and the main message 
of  Putin’s regime. In Putin’s Rus sia, historical victories linked up the diff er ent 
phases of  Rus sian history and, most importantly, charted a prognosis of  the 
 future:  after years of  suffering, triumph awaits. Yet, as in other late modern 
socie ties, Putin’s vision of  the  future was never fully articulated and remained 
a vague image of  greatness that relied on the past. The American historian 
Timothy Snyder called this type of  futureless reor ga ni za tion of  time the “pol-
itics of  eternity.”92 This was part of  a po liti cal technology that was meant to 
re create a sense of  stability in highly volatile late modern circumstances.

This was a particularly useful po liti cal technology as it implemented tools 
that fit well with the fragmentation of  con temporary life. The government 
promoted popu lar grassroots practices that allowed the Rus sian public to iden-
tify with the nation in banal and understated ways, like wearing the Georgian 
ribbon on Victory Day or taking part in the Immortal Regiment pro cession. 
 These practices became widespread, since they  were relevant to  people’s pro-
jection of  their con temporary social real ity of  commercialism, information 
technologies, and flexible economic relations. As part of  the same po liti cal 
technologies, Putin’s personal military and Christian image was pop u lar ized 
along the lines of  celebrity culture.93 On Victory Day, he assumed a personal 
role in the Second World War myth— the son of  a veteran and a native of  Len-
ingrad, the besieged Hero City.94 The Day of  the Defender of  the Fatherland 
represented a militarized manhood, which was associated with the president’s 
image fishing or riding a  horse, shirtless, in khaki military trousers. Around 
Unity Day, he was positioned as the man who ended years of  transition 
and po liti cal weakness, from the post- Soviet Time of  Trou bles to the reestab-
lished strong state. And on Pascha and Rozhdestvo, he attended religious ser-
mons in Rus sia and abroad. Pop songs  were written about Putin, his image in 
uniform appeared on T- shirts, cell phone covers, advertisements, and annual 
calendars.95 This was once more a banalization of  patriotic per for mances, which 
made them more popu lar but also more transient.

Similar trends  were seen in devotion to Orthodox Chris tian ity. While wide 
segments of  the Rus sian public proclaimed devotion to Orthodox and conser-
vative values and supported the protection of   family values, including the 
repression of  LGBTQ rights, religious worship remained scant. In the 2000s 
 people continued to perform selective observance and preferred religious prac-
tices that required less commitment. This revealed the government’s efforts 
as a skin- deep experience that provided a fleeting moment of  stability in a so-
cial system that was overwhelmingly fast changing and unstable.
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The new patriotism’s transient nature reminds us of  the fact that it was a 
result of  po liti cal technology and not a fundamental shift in the way Rus sians 
identified with the national in- group. If  we follow the meta phor of  fluids, this 
technology produced a thin layer of  rapidly formed ice on top of  a volatile 
and constantly shifting fast- paced real ity. Ice is an appropriate meta phor for 
the stabilization of  the national calendar, since it was a temporary and pre-
carious stability that allowed relief  from  earlier fully fledged contestations of  
the national calendar. But Rus sia was still part of  the late modern temporal 
context, and  these technologies did not alter the systematic shift in power re-
lations within Rus sian society, when individual agency was  free to decide 
which holiday practices to perform and how. Using this freedom, individuals 
continued to reproduce holidays that denoted inclusive and banal forms of  
identification and made fluid Russianness—an inclusive identification with sup-
plemental ethnic and cultural ele ments— a durable and relevant analytical 
framework for Rus sian national identification.

As the last empirical chapter of  this books draws to a close, I would like to 
point out an in ter est ing social dynamic that Putin’s desire for the stability of  
the national calendar in Rus sia revealed, a situation where, on the one hand, 
society gravitated  toward government- endorsed practices that reinforced se-
curity and stability—as a refuge from the dislocation that followed the collapse 
of  the Soviet system and the absence of  new frames for orientation. And yet, 
on the other hand, without a fundamental shift in the organ ization of  social 
and po liti cal life, late modernity penetrated all spheres of  life and continued 
to be the constitutive experience of  this time. Hence, despite  people’s attrac-
tion to the sense of  stability and security offered by the government, they con-
tinued to reproduce practices that denoted late modern identifications. This 
social dynamic demonstrated how intrinsically tied together  were the two ele-
ments that formed the dialectic of  global late modern times— the liberating 
realities and the longing for stability and security.

 These findings go beyond the idea that “two Rus sias”  were emerging, or at 
least that Rus sia had two parallel, competing, and even contested paths of  
development— one that embraced the liberal and globalized developments of  
late modernity and one that opposed it. Stephen Hutchings and Vera Tolz in 
Nation, Ethnicity and Race on Rus sian Tele vi sion: Mediating Post- Soviet Difference 
warned against the dangers of  internal disintegration—of  Rus sia literally be-
coming “two Rus sias and then multiple Rus sias.”96 But, as was shown  here, we 
might also consider a situation in which late modernity intrinsically produces 
both flexible and fast- changing realities and the longing for a solid articulation 
of  identity. They are two sides of  the same coin that form the dialectic of  late 
modernity and should both be considered within its context.
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Pelevin’s post- Soviet odyssey ends with his pro-
tagonist Tatarsky discovering Rus sia’s best guarded secret— the po liti cal system 
is a simulation, in ven ted for media consumption by an advertising agency. Ta-
tarsky is shown to the simulation’s control room.  There at the heart of  Rus sia’s 
new po liti cal system “ there are no furniture. . . .  Hanging on one wall was a 
picture of  Yuri Gagarin. . . .  The opposite wall was covered with . . .  numerous 
identical blue boxes.” Tatarsky asks, “What is it?” His guide explains, “A 100/400 
render- server,” a computer that “can render up to one hundred primary politi-
cians and four hundred secondary politicians.” Stunned, Tatarsky asks  whether 
US politicians are also produced by a computer. “Sure,” he is told, “Reagan was 
animated all his second term.” But the Rus sian newly acquired know- how is 
outstanding. “Our screenwriters are ten times as good. Just look at the rounded 
characters they write. Yeltsin, Zyuganov, Lebed. As good as Chekhov.”1

It is fitting to conclude this book, which dealt with many aspects of  imita-
tion, manipulation, and simulation, with Tatarsky’s final disillusionment with 
the new globalized Rus sian life. It is also an appropriate ending  because Pelevin 
highlighted that what was wrong with post- Soviet Rus sia was linked by an um-
bilical cord to the same features in the West. In recent years this has become 
strikingly evident.

This book set out to rethink Rus sian national identity in the post- Soviet pe-
riod. It inquired  whether it was a late modern experience, an inclusive 
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identification with some ethnic and cultural supplemental ele ments, referred 
to as fluid Rus sianness. This hypothesis was ambitious. The main body of  lit-
er a ture and the self- understanding of  many Rus sians still maintains that Rus-
sian national identity is crisis ridden, divided, and lost. In March 2018, Michael 
Khodarkovsky, an American historian of  the Rus sian empire, wrote for the 
New York Times: “Where does the Rus sian empire end and the Rus sian nation 
begin? . . .   These have always been the principal questions in Rus sia’s peren-
nial search for its national identity, and still  there is no clear answer in sight.”2 
In 2015, the Rus sian social scientist Lillia Shevtsova described for the American 
National Interest Rus sia’s post- Soviet dominant narrative of  humiliation and 
its self- ascribed “Weimar syndrome”—an identity that is informed by geo-
po liti cal collapse that it feels bound to redeem.3  Whether framed as a perennial 
weakness, as Khodarkovsky presented it, or a novel dislocation that became 
an excuse for belligerent be hav ior, as Shevtsova described it, Rus sian national 
identity has been consistently designated as an outlier that does not fit the 
norm.

To rearticulate Rus sian national identification as a normal experience, this 
book relied on the theoretical framework of  late modernity. This theory de-
scribed the far- reaching consequence for national identities from the tempo-
ral shift between classical and late modernity. In late modernity, theorists 
concurred that the nation- state had conceded to global forces and was no lon-
ger the most impor tant arbiter that ordered  people’s lives and generated na-
tional identity. As a result, national identities  were generated on the individual 
level and became weaker, more fragmented, and inclusive. To test this hypoth-
esis in Rus sia, this research investigated three dominant spheres of  life that 
helped  people construct and express their self- identification and sense of  be-
longing to the collective: citizenship legislation, media discourse, and holiday 
practices. This triangulation aimed to explore the cross- sphere impact of  late 
modernity on national identification in Rus sia and the possibility of  the emer-
gence of  fluid Rus sianness. If  that was affirmed, Rus sian national identifica-
tion should no longer be considered abnormal or perennially difficult—at least 
no more than other national identifications in the late modern world.

Interestingly, besides the challenge of  reformulating the focus on Rus sian 
national identification, during the course of  the research for this book, the 
benchmarks for identification in the globalized West  were shifting as well. Na-
tional identities, which in the West had been pronounced dead or  dying, have 
been vigorously reanimated.4 The passing of  national identities, or at least their 
transformation into more fluid concepts, was intrinsically tied to globalization. 
As national identity was decreasing in importance, globalization was cele-
brated.5 In the globalized world, Rus sia’s continuing grappling with national 
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identity and Putin’s national mobilization seemed misplaced and anachronis-
tic, often linked to the Weimar Rus sia scenario. But by the end of  2014,  things 
seemed to be changing. The British commentator Gideon Rachman admit-
ted: “In recent years any writer who predicted that nationalism was the wave 
of  the  future would have been regarded as an eccentric. . . .  However, it be-
came increasingly clear that nationalism is back.”6 In the following years, the 
rise of  far- right and far- left parties across Eu rope, the nationally infused UK 
vote to leave the Eu ro pean Union (one of  the institutions most associated with 
globalization), and Donald Trump’s election in the United States reinforced 
this feeling. As the pendulum was swinging  toward nationalism, obituaries of  
globalization  were now appearing.7

Putin’s national rallying was now seen in a new light, as ahead of  the curve, 
leading the charge of  an ever more national world. Putin’s pivot to articulate 
a firmer national identity in Rus sia,  after years of  being considered backward 
and lost, together with his po liti cal technologies and virtual politics, seemed 
to be increasingly relevant for understanding trends in the globalized West.8 
It posed an even more complex set of  prob lems for this book. In this global 
context of  firmer national identifications, can we still speak of  flexible identi-
fications, especially in Rus sia?

The findings of  this book tell a nuanced story about national identification 
in Rus sia. The three parts pre sent how life in Rus sia transformed along the 
lines of  late modern neoliberal trends and how  these trends and their short-
comings affected Rus sian national identification. In the 1990s, Rus sia opened 
up to the globalizing world. Borders  were opened, censorship was lifted, and 
Marxist- Leninist ideology was cast aside. Individuals  were freer to travel, to 
live where they wanted, to express what was on their minds, and to perform 
what ever practices they saw fit. As a result, migration increased, and citizen-
ship became a less well- defined and focal institution that confirmed national 
identity; the media featured an open- ended polylogue with strong neolib-
eral themes, such as the discourse of  flexibility; historical memory became 
problematic, and holidays  were practiced in an assortment of  ways. In  these 
conditions, a much freer and more flexible identification of  Rus sianness 
developed.

Notwithstanding the above developments, ele ments of  Rus sian identifica-
tion  were  shaped due to uniquely Rus sian conditions. In the newly formed 
post- Soviet migration space, ethnic Rus sians and Rus sian speakers, who had 
been left beyond the borders of  Rus sia due to the collapse of  the Soviet Union, 
 were critical to the development of  Rus sian citizenship legislation. In media 
discourse, ele ments of  Rus sian culture, language, and Orthodox Christian re-
ligion  were reminders that identification was not only flexible and inclusive, 



but also Rus sian. Similarly, the Rus sian public became interested in the prac-
tices of  the Christian Orthodox calendar as a supplemental ethnic and cultural 
feature of  identification. Together, the global trends of  late modernity and the 
unique Rus sian ele ments of  culture, language, and religion formed fluid 
Rus sianness.

But alongside shaping national identification, late modernity’s disruptions 
and shortcomings  were revealed. In the 1990s, globalization and neoliberal-
ism brought to Rus sia freedom that was never seen before. However, at the 
same time,  these trends required endless flexibility and adaptability. The re-
quirement for flexibility fragmented social institutions that in the late- Soviet 
era had formed citizens’ routines and created a sense of  stability, security, and 
belonging. The Soviet citizenship and residency registration (propiska) systems 
 were falling apart. Rus sia was overwhelmed with what seemed like uncontrol-
lable migration and, therefore, vague demarcations of  its citizenry. The me-
dia discourse featured a deep sense of  loss and disorientation. The discourse 
concerning the search for a national idea, which developed from 1996, was 
open- ended and felt dispersed. It lacked the government endorsement that pre-
vailed in Soviet times, in the form of  the regime’s authorial voice. Instead of  
the Soviet modernist calendar, which clearly projected a “radiant communist 
 future,” the national calendar became contested. The diff er ent holidays in the 
calendar contradicted each other, and  there was no clear and unified projec-
tion of  where Rus sia was heading. This fragmentation of  institutions accen-
tuated the sense of  loss.

This heightened sense of  loss and the fragmentation of  institutions in the 
1990s  were often associated with the collapse of  the Soviet Union, but they 
 were not necessarily entirely tied to the collapse. The prob lem that the Rus-
sian public faced was that the post- Soviet social institutions that emerged in-
stead of  the Soviet ones  were far less stable. They  were in line with late 
modernity’s focus on change, pro gress, and choice. This, as Giddens observed 
in his theory, disrupted routines of  continuity of  identity and created onto-
logical insecurity.9 Hence, while power shifted  toward individuals and liber-
ated them, it also left them to cope alone with the external forces of  a 
fast- changing world. Rus sia’s early unpleasant encounter with globalization 
shed light on a common blind spot regarding national identification in the 
global late modern world— that is, the assumption that freedom on a global 
scale is always a welcome experience. Despite the freer experience of  the 1990s, 
the Rus sian public was disillusioned with the consequences of  the state’s with-
drawal from  people’s lives.

Putin’s rise to power and popularity should be understood within this so-
cial, po liti cal, and temporal context and the heightened sense of  loss it 
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produced. When Putin came to power in late 1999, it seemed that the ills of  
the neoliberal globalized system  were more noticeable in Rus sia than the 
positive impact it generated. Putin’s government took far- reaching steps to 
 counter the dislocation and instability in citizenship, discourse, and holiday 
practices. It introduced a new citizenship law that was meant to create a nor-
mal migration and citizenship policy. Putin subjected the media to his author-
ity, reintroduced the Soviet- era authorial voice, and constructed a discourse 
of  stability. Although this discourse incorporated many of  the 1990s national 
identification themes, it no longer had an open- ended nature. Putin also in-
troduced numerous changes to the national calendar. He endorsed military 
and Orthodox Christian holidays that denoted a more exclusively defined 
Rus sian national identification. His government used vari ous techniques that 
reinforced a sense of  security in diff er ent spheres of  life in Rus sia. This revi-
sionism did not intend to  counter the collapse of  the Soviet Union; instead it 
addressed the social and psychological consequences of  global neoliberal 
transformations. Putin had some success in that pro cess. His popularity  rose, 
but the limitations of  his efforts  were also revealed.

This book showed that fluid Rus sianness prevailed despite the push for 
firmer national identification in the 2000s and 2010s for several reasons. First, 
fluid Rus sianness endured between the 1990s and the 2000s–2010s  because 
 there was much continuity between the two periods, as the new government 
incorporated 1990s policy trends and themes. In citizenship legislation and im-
plementation, the  legal gray zone that undermined the institution of  citizen-
ship in the 1990s was not  really countered and persisted into the 2000s–2010s. 
In discourse, themes that  were raised as unifying in the mid-1990s discourse, 
such as the economy,  were incorporated in the 2000s–2010s into the govern-
ment’s discourse of  stability. Moreover, the commercial imperatives of  tele vi-
sion did not change, and it had to remain engaging and in ter est ing for viewers. 
In the national calendar, the government promoted holidays that  were al-
ready gaining popularity in the 1990s, like Victory Day and Orthodox Pascha 
and Christmas. This underlined that Putin’s Rus sia did not emerge in Decem-
ber 1999 when he became acting president. It was a product of  the dialectic 
strug gle within Rus sia, which was a consequence of  globalization, the dislo-
cation that it ensued, and its consequent rejection. Putin had a central role in 
this pro cess, but not as its perpetrator, rather as a talented and capable facili-
tator for the deficit of  ontological security. By  doing so, he played on the 
integral late modern dialectic of  security and freedom. If  Yeltsin brought 
freedom, Putin’s inevitable role was to reinstate security.

Second, fluid Rus sianness remained appropriate  because Putin did not re-
move Rus sia from the late modern context. In the field of  citizenship, while 



gaining a Rus sian passport became more difficult, the new and freer migra-
tion space continued to exist. Strict regulations clashed with the new trends 
of  freedom of  movement and flexible international  labor markets. Instead of  
stopping migration, new regulations pushed under ground the countless  people 
who had arrived in Rus sia or into the  legal gray zone— a precarious  legal sta-
tus where their rights  were impinged. Moreover, when the government tried 
to control migration by attracting desirable groups of  mi grants— for exam-
ple, compatriots—to strategic regions, the policy failed miserably. This showed 
the limits of  controlling migration in a globalized world and a free- market 
economy. In media discourse, attempts to silence the popu lar polylogue on 
national identification and gain control over the discourse achieved partial 
results. The government did not have full control over the media, and a coun-
terdiscourse developed, which focused on the fact that Rus sian life and 
identification was not stabilizing. As for the national calendar, despite the en-
dorsements of  militarized and Orthodox Christian holidays, the public con-
tinued to have diff er ent and competing meanings for holidays that diverged 
from the government agenda. Putin did not remove Rus sia from the late mod-
ern context and did not stop the flow of   people, capital, and information. 
Hence, the social outcomes of  late modernity could not be undone and  were 
not reversed.

Last, the fluid Rus sianness framework was still useful for understanding 
identification in Putin’s regime, since this regime often used reflexive tools of  
late modernity. This was especially evident in the media and in the construc-
tion of  the national calendar. On the one hand, the use of  reflexive tools made 
his actions more popu lar. But on the other hand, they also inhibited the stabi-
lization of  life in Rus sia and contributed to further fragmentation of  social in-
stitutions and an ever- deepening sense that life was unpredictable and 
unstable. In the media, especially in televised debates, hegemony over discourse 
was achieved through blurring terms. In this pro cess, the government’s dis-
course of  stability was promoted, but it undermined  people’s sense of  secu-
rity and trust in what was being said. It may have served the government’s 
short- term goals of  suppressing po liti cal opposition and keeping tele vi sion 
popu lar, but it did not promote the overall goal of  furthering stability. In the 
realm of  practices of  the national calendar, this was evident in the govern-
ment’s promotion of  late modern mundane and individualized per for mances, 
like the Georgian ribbon and the Immortal Regiment.  These practices became 
hugely popu lar and ostensibly supported the government’s militarized cal-
endar. But their focus had shifted to individual agency and reinforced the 
late modern trend. The social essence that  these practices denoted was not 
firmer national identification and unity but what Bauman described as the 

182  epIloGUe



 flUID RUs sIa 183

“individualized and privatized” versions of  identity that  were brought about 
by globalization.10 This analy sis revealed that Putin’s stability was a superficial 
experience that did not fundamentally alter identification in Rus sia.

 These outcomes revealed fluid Rus sianness as a far more durable and en-
during experience of  Rus sian national identification. This was not merely an 
identification that developed in the freer situation in the 1990s, but it contin-
ued in the 2000s when the regime ostensibly tried to put an end to  these trends. 
Even in the aftermath of  the annexation of  Crimea, when describing Rus sian 
national identification as flexible became ever more challenging, this book has 
shown that fluid Rus sianness remained relevant. In fact, the annexation of  
Crimea itself  was a new type of  war— bloodless and constructed for media 
consumption—in line with the global trend. Hence, its popularity should 
also be considered as part of   these trends rather than a revanchist national 
awakening.

 These findings allow us to break away from the paradigm in which Rus-
sian identification is  either weak and flawed or strong and belligerent. This 
paradigm provided  little intellectual benefit and deepened fear of  Rus sia. While 
alarmism over Rus sia’s policies is not without grounds, this book places Rus-
sia’s policies within the broader temporal context. This allows a clearer pic-
ture of  what has been taking place in Rus sia. While the regime diverged from 
liberal democracy, engaged in the suppression of  freedoms, and pursued an 
aggressive foreign policy, other global realities continued. Migratory flows be-
came an integral part of  life in Rus sia, and citizenship lost its prime place as a 
signifier of  identification. Rus sians moved according to where their best pros-
pects  were. Very often they lived in cities with mi grant communities and  were 
more likely to know  people who lived in diff er ent countries and experienced 
traveling beyond Rus sia’s borders. This changed their perception of  self- 
identification and how they related to the national in- group. They experi-
enced a much freer media space. Despite the government’s control of  the 
media, alternative options, such as Novaya Gazeta and the Dozd tele vi sion 
channel, meant that the social polylogue still existed. In the growing Rus-
sian blogosphere, which was touched on in chapters  5 and 6, alternative 
views flourished and turned into popu lar actions, like Novosibirsk’s annual 
Monstratsiya.

 These conclusions contest the supposition that the rejection of  freedom and 
globalization necessarily leads to a full roll- back of  its trends. In the 2000s–10s, 
Rus sia did not return with the pendulum movement from openness and glo-
balized liberalism to the other end— complete closeness and belligerent 
nationalism. Instead, a third option unfolded— one where fluid Rus sianness, a 
more fragmented and flexible version of  globalized late modern identification, 



continued to exist in more restricted circumstances. To reinforce a sense of  
stability, which would imitate solid institutions and a strong state with a uni-
fied national identity, the regime used po liti cal and media technologies. This 
was an imitation that provided the Rus sian public with a welcome sense of  
stability, without removing Rus sia from the globalized context. This imitation, 
which has been widely discussed by analysts and scholars of  Rus sia, was not 
mere manipulation of  a po liti cally uneducated and passive Rus sian public.11 It 
was a more complex system within which the Rus sian government si mul ta-
neously fought and embraced global trends. It used televised talk shows and 
the internet, which are reflexive tools that encourage action in the social world. 
At the same time, it engaged in breaking  people’s trust (referred to  here as 
verolomsvo)— that is, aiming to erode  people’s belief  in their ability to bring pos-
itive change through po liti cal action.  These are contradictory trends, but in 
Rus sia they coexist.

This apparent mixing of  globalized- open and restrictive- nationalist trends 
opens the way to reconsider the assumption that Putin’s reassertion of  a firmer 
identity divided the Rus sian public into two well- defined camps.12 Namely, it 
might suggest that society is not divided into  those who are a liberally minded, 
pro- West, and proglobalization opposition and  those who are progovernment, 
nationalist revanchists who oppose Western globalization. This is not to say 
that  there are not oppositionists and government supporters but rather that 
individuals could mix practices that feature openness and a globalized lifestyle 
together with per for mances that reflected alignment with a progovernment 
reinstatement of  stability. They could perform a variety of  actions that sup-
ported Putin’s proj ect for reassertion of  stronger national identification. For 
instance, they could watch Poyedinok, wear the Georgian ribbon, and say that 
they adhere to the Orthodox Christian faith. But by  doing so, they are con-
suming media from a reflexive tool, expressing identification in a mundane and 
individualized manner, and engaging in selective observance, like their counter-
parts in the West. This means that they would be stating that they supported 
Putin’s proj ect, yet at the same time, their actions reflected a social essence 
that was reflexive and open to globalized trends, individualized and mundane. 
As the or ga nizer of  one of  the Kremlin’s youth proj ects concluded, “In Rus sia 
 there are hundreds of  thousands of  young, modern, patriotic  people . . .  [who] 
have Putin on their t- shirt and an iPhone in their pocket.”13 This should draw 
our attention to a situation where the liberal and the illiberal, the globalized 
and the isolationist, can coexist side by side. Evidently, such hybridity is com-
mon in Rus sia.

 These intricacies of  Rus sian politics and society can help to make better 
policy decisions vis- à- vis Rus sia. Rus sia’s divergence from liberal democracy 
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and more recently its aggressive foreign policies  were perceived in the West 
as the whims of  a lawbreaking regime that needs to be punished, while help-
ing the suppressed Rus sian masses to push back and fight against it. Such views 
miss the realities of  life in Rus sia and are doomed to fail. Punishing the Rus-
sian elites by cutting them off  from the indulgences of  the global world has 
proven very difficult and has not led to a change of  heart in the Kremlin. When 
Surkov was asked how he would be affected by Western sanctions, he said, 
“The only  things that interest me in the U.S. are Tupac Shakur, Allen Gins-
berg, and Jackson Pollock. I  don’t need a visa to access their work. I lose noth-
ing.”14 Surkov may not have assets in the West like  others in the Kremlin’s inner 
circle, but he captured the point that isolating  people from the global world is 
not an easy task. His response also revealed how Western policies failed to cap-
ture the hybrid character of  con temporary Rus sian identifications— one can 
be a fan of  Western popu lar culture and a top Kremlin ideologue.  There are 
no obvious demarcations between  those who are on the side of  the illiberal 
Kremlin and  those who are proliberal West.

This book calls for Western decision makers to see the profound impact of  
global politics on Rus sia. Rus sian society is on an almost irreversible path of  
convergence with the global world, but the gaps and shortcomings of  global-
ization, as well as Rus sia’s unique historical circumstances, slowed this pro-
cess and sidetracked some of  its ele ments. In such circumstances, a better 
approach would be to engage Rus sia in a dialogue that acknowledges the griev-
ances that Putin’s regime raises against neoliberal globalization— that the 
constant call for flexibility is a source of  anxiety. Such an approach would in-
tensify the vanis hing attraction of  Putin’s regime, as a self- professed guaran-
tor of  stability and security. It can also start a broader discussion on how to fix 
the global system to benefit more  people.

This research should account for its own limitations. The two most impor-
tant ones are context and time. First,  there is a scenario where, in case of  a 
change in the global context, Putin’s proj ect to solidify Rus sian national iden-
tification might go beyond its shallow nature and result in a deeper transfor-
mation in Rus sia, which  will render fluid Rus sianness irrelevant. Such a scenario 
could become more likely due to external changes in the global context, such 
as an international conflict, deadly pandemic, or a large- scale natu ral disaster. 
In this case, the international borders  will be closed, and at least temporarily, 
the flow of  capital and  people across them would halt. This type of  isolation 
 will, over time, inevitably have an impact on forms of  identification with the 
national in- group. Second, time is another  factor that might affect the rele-
vance of  fluid Rus sianness. This is a less radical scenario, but if  we accept that 
the stabilization of  national identification takes time as a pro cess of  internal 



negotiation within society, a new, firmer consensus can emerge in Rus sia over 
time. In this scenario, which was recently endorsed by the Rus sian ethnogra-
pher Valery Tishkov, as time passed Rus sia would become more ready to em-
brace a collectively agreed unified identification.15  There is no way for this 
research to provide answers that can predict the likelihood of   these scenarios. 
Hence, as national identification continues to evolve, the scope of  this book 
cannot, nor does it intend to, determine the  future course of  this evolution.

As a growing number of  examples from across the global world suggest, 
lessons from Rus sia can be instructive to the broader study of  national identi-
fication in late modernity and for a global approach to a worldwide neoau-
thoritarian wave. This is especially timely as global economic per for mance is 
slowing down and social dislocation is biting deeper into the developed world. 
The British journalist and author Paul Mason noted (in this case about Mol-
dova), “It’s in  these edge places of  the world that we can watch the economic 
tide receding— and trace causal links between stagnation, social crisis, armed 
conflict and erosion of  democracy.”16 This book has shown that the short-
comings of  globalization  were not merely linked to the changing economic 
tide of  globalization but to deeper faults of  late modernity that have been 
eroding core issues. They undermined institutions and routines that provided 
individuals with ontological security. Rus sia was particularly vulnerable and 
may have been patient zero in such an experiment. It was poorer, the disloca-
tion that globalization ensued was in deep contrast to the Soviet system, and 
the change occurred particularly fast. As a result, the Rus sian experience 
was a quick and painful baptism by fire with the ins and outs of  the late mod-
ern globalized system. Examples from around the world show that Rus sia’s 
response was not abnormal and that it was not alone.

In recent de cades, a number of  neoauthoritarian regimes have challenged 
the postwar global order in a similar manner as Putin’s regime in Russia— from 
the Philippines to Turkey, from Hungary to Venezuela.  There are many simi-
larities between  these regimes. Their leaders are often sympathetic to each 
other and learn from each other’s experience. On the international arena, many 
of  them see Putin as an inspiration and a true global leader. At home they try 
to limit the consequences of  globalization by restricting the spectrum of  ac-
ceptable identifications and by strengthening a centrally approved national 
identity. By the mid-2010s, such ideas  were more common in Western demo-
cratic politics. Most famously such themes  were reflected in President Donald 
Trump’s rhe toric and politics, which won him sympathy in the Kremlin. Putin 
congratulated Trump’s victory by underlining the ideational affinity with his 
campaign: “A significant part of  the American  people has the same ideas 
[as us] . . .   people who sympathize with us about traditional values. . . .  The 

186  epIloGUe



 flUID RUs sIa 187

newly elected president subtly felt the mood of  the society . . .  although no 
one believed, except us, that he  will win.”  These affinities and mutual sympa-
thies between  these regimes have resulted in them being considered together 
as part of  a global trend of  receding globalization and the growing worldwide 
wave of  nationalism and pop u lism.

The findings of  this book call for researchers not to consider antiglobalist 
and illiberal rhe toric within the simplistic binaries and pendulum movements 
of  rising globalization and receding national identity. Instead, the current strug-
gle between liberal and illiberal points of  view should be studied as two sides 
of  the same coin, since the globalized system often si mul ta neously produces 
both freedom and longing for security. The dialectic between the two shapes 
identification with the national in- group, which is often manifested in mixed 
or hybrid ways. This book pre sents a perspective that overcomes the pendu-
lum movement between globalization and nationalism. The two are bound 
together and nourish each other rather than standing as two poles.

Rus sia and its leader  were cited as vicious perpetrators of  illiberal trends 
around the world. They  were accused of  manipulating the global system into 
submission to national zeal. Yet this book has presented an explanatory model 
in which the global system has intrinsically produced events such as  those in 
Putin’s Rus sia and has allowed them to develop within the global context. They 
are not an outside attack on globalization but a dynamic that is internal to the 
system. This dynamic, which has been observable in Rus sia over the course 
of  three de cades, has increased openness and produced calls for security and 
stabilization. This is not a mere retreat from globalization but rather a change 
into new forms that combine ele ments of  openness and calls for more close-
ness. As the global world moves forward,  these findings can be instructive be-
yond the realm of  Rus sian studies.
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