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This article traces the reinterpretation of the Revolution(s) of 1917 in the official
historical narrative of post-Soviet Russia. Its construction is an essentially political
process, as its discursive hegemony depends on how it fits into the symbolic
landscape created by various social actors. The task of reinterpretation of the
revolution is complicated by its centrality for two conflicting patterns of memory
politics — the critical “working through” the memory of a traumatic and criminal past,
and consolidation of the nation/nation-building. There are different coalitions of
mnemonic actors behind each of these patterns. The author reveals different strategies
of dealing with dilemmas involved in employing these patterns in the 1990s and the
2000s, and argues that until now the Russian imcumbent elites have not succeeded in
reframing the Russian Revolution as a great, though tragic, episode of the national
past. In the context of the centenary commemorated in 2017, the incumbent elite
seem to have come back to the idea of “reconciliation and accord” that was coined by
Boris Yeltsin’s team in the mid-1990s. However, its integration into the apologetic
narrative of “the 1000-year Russian state” totally changes its meaning, as it rejects
“working through” the traumatic past.
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Introduction

The centenary of the Russian Revolution(s) of 1917 puts this historical event back on the
state memory-policy agenda. After canceling the public holiday for 7 November in 2004,
celebrated in Soviet times as the Day of the Great October Socialist Revolution, the
topic of the Russian Revolution(s) was virtually excluded from the official discourse for
almost a decade. But though state officials persistently avoided making public statements
on this matter, it never disappeared from public discussions, and some leaders of political
parties used the occasions of the jubilee anniversaries to express their interpretations of the
role of revolution in Russian history (Malinova 2015, Ch. 2). Certainly, the centenary of the
event that was a turning point both in Russian and world history could not go unnoted, and
it once again dredges up the problem of reinterpretation of Soviet Russia’s former foun-
dation myth. According to Schopflin (1997, 33), foundation myths are stories about
some historical moments that open for a group a perspective of a particular future. Over
its 70 years, the Communist regime had developed a huge symbolic infrastructure to
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commemorate the October Revolution as its foundation myth.! The centenary of the revo-
lution is a good point to assess the preliminary results of its transformation by the new, post-
Soviet regime.

Looking at the official arrangements for the centenary of the Revolution(s) of 1917, one
could get the impression that the ruling elite were reluctant to celebrate it. The decree on
preparing the commemoration was signed by President Vladimir Putin only in December
2016, less than two months before the centenary of the February Revolution. This short
document records some important symbolical choices. First, it names the commemorating
event “the revolution of 1917 in Russia,” which sounds deliberately neutral in comparison
with other terms presented in the public discourse (“great,” “Russian” (either russkaia or
rossiiskaia), “socialist,” “bourgeois,” “democratic,” etc.), and evidently rejects its status
as a “great” historical event. It also obscures which revolution should be commemorated
— the February Revolution that led to abolition of the autocracy, the October Revolution
that put the radical Bolshevik Party into power, or both. Second, the instruction reduces
the role of the state to allocating resources. It delegates decisions about the format of com-
memoration to the Russian Historical Society (RHS) (Instruction 2016). This stands in stark
contrast to commemorations of anniversaries of the victory in the Great Patriotic War. Prep-
aration for the 70th anniversary celebrated in 2015 started in 2013 and was led by Putin.
The centenary of the Russian Revolution is given an obviously lower symbolic profile.

This is hardly surprising, considering that since the 1990s practically all segments of the
Russian political elite have taken a shared negative attitude towards revolutionary traditions
(Kalinin 2013; Malinova 2015, 62-68). However, even a modest official commemoration
should be based on some semantic formula that prioritizes particular meanings of this his-
torical event and highlights its significance for the present context. Analysis of the discourse
of some state officials as well as of the Plan of commemorative events adopted by the RHS
(2017) suggests that the chosen formula is “reconciliation and concord” (primirenie i sogla-
sie). In the Presidential Address to the Federal Assembly (2016a), Putin mentioned the
forthcoming centenary of the Revolution by saying, “we need history’s lessons primarily
for reconciliation and for strengthening the social, political, and civil concord that we
have managed to achieve” (author’s emphasis). The idea to construct a Monument to
Reconciliation in Crimea, where the last battles of the Civil War took place, fits such an
interpretation. The opening of this monument, on the 4th of November 2017, was evidently
planned as a central commemoration event (Plan 2017). Ironically, this formula is similar in
wording to the one invented in 1996 by Boris Yeltsin’s administration when it was intro-
duced as a new name of the public holiday on the 7th of November. So, having dropped
it in 2004, when the Day of Reconciliation and Concord was cancelled, Putin and his
fellows came back to the same idea in the context of the centenary commemoration.
Since the mid-2000s the incumbent elite made significant efforts to change the symbolic
repertoire of the usable past. Some historical events were downplayed, like the October
Revolution or the demolition of the Soviet state machine with adoption of the Constitution
of 1993, the others were reinterpreted, like the Great Patriotic War?. The incumbent elite is
rather critical to Yeltsin and his legacy. In this context the choice of the same wording for
the official centenary commemoration of the events of 1917 seems remarkable.

Why has Putin’s administration decided to celebrate “reconciliation and concord,” as
did Yeltsin’s team before? This article seeks to get answer to this question looking at the
issue of commemoration in a broader political context, i.e. considering it as part of a sym-
bolic policy aimed at legitimization of power, identity construction, and mobilization of
civic solidarity.
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In this article, I reveal the main shifts of reinterpretation of the Revolution(s) of 1917 in
the official historical narrative, i.e. the meaningful scheme describing the genealogy of the
nation/the people and explaining how the past determines the present and future. According
to my analysis, a historical narrative can be considered official if it is articulated in texts,
official documents, and public practices performed on behalf of the state. Media discourses
or school textbooks do not fall into this category, even if they are loyal to the position of the
authorities, because they are produced by actors who are not formally empowered to speak
on behalf of the state. Of course, they are important mechanisms of domination of the his-
torical narrative articulated by those in power (see more Malinova 2015; Sherlock 2016).
But the way they interpret it not necessarily reflects the official position. In any modern
society, there are many competing narratives of this kind (Martin 1995; Bell 2003;
Wodak and de Cillia 2007), so the development of the official one is an essentially political
process. Even if the state has exclusive resources for imposing symbolic violence, the dis-
cursive hegemony of the narratives developed by the incumbent elite depends on how they
fit into the symbolic landscape created by the efforts of various social actors. It is hardly
possible to identify all of “the authors” of the official historical narrative, since many of
the choices behind its construction are hidden from the public. However, the configuration
of competing discourses as well as some public statements of political actors gives clues for
reconstructing a decision-making process. Therefore, to understand the evolution of the
official historical scheme, one needs to consider it as a result of political decision-
making that takes place in the context of other issues of domestic and foreign policy and
involves interaction among various actors.

In the following section, I describe the theoretical framework that underlies my
approach. It is based on a social constructivism perspective and develops the theory of sym-
bolic politics as well as some conceptualizations derived from comparative memory studies.
After revealing the cultural models of political usage of the past that determine major pat-
terns of memory policy in the Russian context, I consider how the task of reinterpretation of
the former foundation myth was solved by the incumbent elites of post-Soviet Russia.

Description of the theoretical framework

After the collapse of the USSR, Russia, as well as the other new independent states in the
region, faced the problem of constructing historical narratives that could support the new
macro-political/national identity. It supposed reinterpretation of the historical events that
were key moments of the former Soviet narrative, as well as “nomination” for political
usage of some new events and figures and development of new connections among
major episodes of Russian history. The February and October Revolutions of 1917 had
to be somehow integrated into the changing narrative.

Since the late 1980s, the national past was a subject of fierce debates (Smith 2002; Mer-
ridale 2003; Sherlock 2007; Koposov 2011). An elaboration of the official narrative is una-
voidably a matter of choosing among competing interpretations presented in the public
discourse, making it part of the field of symbolic politics. My understanding of the term
follows Pierre Bourdieu, who considers the production of meanings and the struggle for
legitimacy of one’s vision as an integral part of politics (Bourdieu 1992). In this logic, sym-
bolic politics can be understood as the set of public activities aimed at production and main-
tenance of certain modes of interpretation of social reality and the struggle for their
domination. It should be considered not a counterpart of “real” politics, but rather a specific
aspect. There are no well-integrated theories of symbolic politics. After its launching by
Murray Edelman in the 1960s (1964, 1971), this concept has got some further development

https://doi.org/10.1080/00905992.2017.1386639 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1080/00905992.2017.1386639

Nationalities Papers 275

within the discipline of political science (Kertzer 1988, Brysk 1995) though not as a direct
continuation of Edelman’s ideas. However, there is a set of more or less elaborated concepts
and analytic tools for a study of public interactions of social actors seeking to maintain par-
ticular interpretations of social reality. Some of them were applied also to the Russian case
(e.g. the analysis of the Soviet metanarrative and its dissolution by Graeme Gill (2011,
2013), the study of historical mythmaking in post-Soviet Russia by Kathleen Smith (2002)).

Given that shared ideas about a collective past play an important role in modern
societies, one of the most remarkable and well-studied dimensions of symbolic politics,
as described above, is memory politics.® By this term, I mean the public activity of
various social actors aimed at propagation of particular visions of the collective past and
development of the memory infrastructure that supports such visions (established public
rituals, holidays and festivals, monuments, museums, toponymy of public places, etc.).

The state is not the only actor on the field of symbolic politics, but it holds a privileged
position, as it can support its interpretations of the social reality by powerful allocation of
resources (for example, the education system), legal categorization (as in matters of citizen-
ship), attaching a special status to particular symbols (public holidays, official symbols,
government awards, etc.), speaking for the political community in the international
arena, etc. As a consequence, the public rhetoric and symbolic gestures of official actors
who speak “in the name of the state” gain a special significance and become an important
frame of reference for the other participants of public discourse. It should be mentioned that
the official symbolic policy may be inconsistent and quite often is context-driven. Those
who speak “in the name of the state” do not always rely upon systematic interpretations
of social reality and inevitably react to current conflicts. In spite of the exclusive resources
at the disposal of the state, the dominance of its preferred interpretations is not predeter-
mined; even in totalitarian and authoritarian societies, where certain normative principles
are imposed by force, some opportunities for escape still remain in the form of “double
thinking.”

My analysis is focused on the incumbent political elites as actors who not only promote
a particular interpretation of a collective past that serves their political interests but also
depend on the available repertoire of the usable past in legitimizing their power. The
results of their activity in this field depend on how it fits the existing repertoire of
symbols, myths, and images developed by various social actors, present and past.

A high degree of tension about reinterpretation of the historical past in the Russian
public discourse throughout the post-Soviet period might be explained not only by
evident ideological discrepancy but also by the existence of two conflicting models of
memory politics (Malinova 2016).

On the one hand, there is an ongoing reconsideration of the traumatic past focused on
the political repressions of the Soviet regime, the Civil War, ethnic deportations, and the
negative aspects of the Soviet regime, in general. It started in the late 1980s with revealing
“the blind spots” of Russian history — the facts, figures, and aspects of the national past that
had been concealed for ideological reasons (Sherlock 2007; Wertsch 2008). The public dis-
cussions about the negative aspects of the Soviet regime evidently contributed to its dele-
gitimization and collapse (Gill 2011). This kind of memory politics fits the model of
Vergangenheitsaufarbeitung — critical reconsideration of history focused on the ideas of
recognition of the moral guilt and commemoration of victims.

On the other hand, the new Russian state faces the problem of identity construction that
falls into a pattern typical for nation-building. This kind of memory politics is subjected to
development of a historical narrative shaping images of the national “self” and its “others”
(Cruz 2000; Coakley 2007; Heisler 2008).
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These patterns of memory politics have different logics that were well-described by
Assmann (2006 [2014). The memory politics of critical “working through” seeks to com-
pensate the “asymmetry of memory” of the victims, to denounce the executioners, and to
recognize the collective moral guilt for past disaster. In case of success, it might result in
merging competing stories of the different “sides” of a historical process into a *“reconcil-
ing” metanarrative of a higher level. But this is not guaranteed. Meanwhile, this kind of
memory politics separates rather than unites a society. According to Assmann, trauma
“does not mobilize or consolidate but disturbs and even destroys the identity” (2014
[2006], 69). By contrast, nation-building memory politics seeks to mobilize solidarity
around a positive image of “us;” typically, it focuses on historical events and figures that
could be interpreted in terms of glory, heroism, and recognized cultural accomplishments.
These patterns of memory politics rely on different symbolic resources (though quite often
they narrate the same historical events) and suggest different political strategies. In Russia,
they coexist, being supported by different coalitions of actors. This makes the construction
of the official historical narrative a particularly complicated political task.

Reinterpretation of the October Revolution of 1917 is essential for both patterns of
memory politics. On the one hand, it was a starting point of the “Russian tragedy” in the
twentieth century, the “ultimate cause” of the red and the white terror, the Civil War, pol-
itical repressions, and the “Soviet economic modernization” that came with a high cost. On
the other hand, as a foundation myth of the USSR, the October Revolution was a pillar of
Soviet identity, a matter of collective pride that could not be easily discarded.

During the decades after the collapse of the USSR, the Russian incumbent elites faced
this dilemma in different ways. In the following sections, I trace the evolution of
interpretation of the events of 1917 in the official historical narrative and discuss the pro-
blems that the incumbent elite have encountered in dealing with the centennial of the
Revolution.

The foundation myth of Soviet Russia in the symbolic battles of the 1990s

The first Russian president, Boris Yeltsin, legitimized his political course by a historical
narrative that sought to merge the two models described above. He and his team relied
on a discourse about “the crimes of the Soviet regime” to establish the narrative that empha-
sized the contrast between the “new” and “old” Russia. Post-Soviet Russia was represented
as a European country building democracy and a market economy, in contrast to the “tota-
litarian” USSR or “autocratic” Romanov empire. The interpretation of the national past was
clearly put to the task of legitimizing a radical transformation of the Soviet “totalitarian”
order. The post-Soviet transition was presented as a radical change of the country’s histori-
cal trajectory. Based on grand-narratives inherited from the Cold War discourses, the
incumbent elite represented the transition from the Soviet regime in terms of rough histori-
cist schemes that urged total rejection of Soviet principles. It allowed the discourse of a
critical “working through” of the “criminal” Soviet past into the narrative about a birth
of the “new,” democratic Russia. But Yeltsin’s historical narrative gave a weak basis for
the new national identity, as it was unable to anchor the positive image of its bearers in
a collective past.

In the official discourse of the 1990s, the Soviet myth about the October Revolution was
subverted rather than restructured. The assessment of the event was changed from positive
to negative.4 It continued to be considered a turning point, but toward “catastrophe” rather
than toward a bright Communist future. The reforms that started soon after the collapse of
the USSR, in 1992, were presented as a return to the democratic project that was interrupted

https://doi.org/10.1080/00905992.2017.1386639 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1080/00905992.2017.1386639

Nationalities Papers 277

by the October Revolution. As Yeltsin explained in his Address to the Federal Assembly in
1996:

Tsarist Russia, being overwhelmed by the burden of its own historical problems, could not get
to that road [of democracy]. The depth of social conflict and the absence of democratic tra-
ditions predetermined the radicalism of the Russian revolutionary process, its impetuous
failure (stremitel’nyi sryv) from February to October. This destructive radicalism — “to the
very ground, and then™ — explains the fact of loss of many former achievements in the
sphere of culture, economics, law, public development in the course of breaking with the
old order. (Yeltsin 1996)

The February Revolution of 1917 was now considered the highest point of Russia’s move-
ment along “the normal,” or “European,” path. However, there were no efforts to change the
established memory infrastructure to commemorate this episode of “the Russian revolution-
ary process.” As in the Soviet era, the focus of the official discourse was on the October, not
the February, Revolution. Until 2004, 7 November remained a public holiday, although
there never were any official commemorations of the October Revolution by the Yeltsin
administration.

The critical approach to the October Revolution and pre-revolution history became
especially salient in presidential elections in the mid-1990s. Yeltsin’s proponents
invoked the horrors of the revolution as they tried to represent the choice between the
incumbent and his main opponent, Communist candidate Gennady Ziuganov. According
to Nikolai Egorov, the head of the presidential administration:

The forthcoming election will be not a matter of choice between the good and the bad programs
of the candidates. We shall have to choose again between a continuation of the democratic
reforms and a turn back. But there is no way back, there is a downfall behind. Russia will
not get through one more destructive revolution. (author’s emphasis) (Egorov 1996)

This argument echoes the words of St. Petersburg Mayor Anatolii Sobchak: “After all
Russia has suffered during the past century, it definitely will not endure one more dictator,
one more revolution that could become the most bloody in its history” (author’s emphasis)
(1996).

Even after Yeltsin had won the elections, the most persistent opponents of the Commu-
nist Party of the Russian Federation continued to draw the situation in terms of “the 100-
year-long civil war,” blaming contemporary “Bolsheviks” for escalation of aggression.
On the eve of the 59th anniversary of the October Revolution, Alexander Yakovlev, a pro-
minent Soviet leader of the perestroika period, published an article in which he argued that
“Russia’s movement to triumph of freedom can be interrupted any day if we do not pro-
claim illegal the misanthropic Bolshevist ideology” (1996).

But official symbolic politics turned in a different direction. Soon after his reelection,
Yeltsin declared a search for “national consensus.” Even if this declaration never met its
end, it wrought some changes in the official memory policy. On 7 November 1996, a
year before the 80th anniversary of the October Revolution, Yeltsin officially reinterpreted
the meaning of this day, decreeing it “the Day of Reconciliation and Concord.” But nothing
changed: no new rituals of commemoration were elaborated, and on the 80th anniversary of
the October Revolution, there was no official program of celebration at the federal level.

Reinterpretation of the October Revolution as “a catastrophe” radically transformed its
established meanings: the historical event that used to be considered in terms of “national
glory” became represented as “collective trauma.” Such a semantic turn seemed rather pro-
blematic. To succeed, it would have needed the support of a decisive change in commem-
orative practices. According to the logic of “collective trauma,” focus should shift from
glorification of “the heroes” (who now were not considered heroes) to commemoration
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of “the victims” and punishment of “the executioners” (some of whom later also became
“the victims” of political repressions). However, there were no consistent efforts to
create an appropriate memory infrastructure for the new narrative. According to Kathleen
Smith’s study, after the defeat of the August 1991 coup, several Russian cities’ memorials
to the heroes of the revolution were destroyed and some public places that commemorated
their names were renamed. There were some local initiatives concerning the new rituals of
commemoration of 7 November. But they got no support from the federal authorities (2002,
81-83). So the radical reinterpretation of the foundation myth of Soviet Russia articulated
by Yeltsin and his team actually was not put forward consistently enough.

At the same time, the reinterpretation of the Revolution met with influential counter-dis-
course from the left. In the beginning of the 1990s, the Communists significantly renewed
their ideology by combining a leftist criticism of “capitalist” market reforms with the
nationalist defense of traditional and “patriotic” values. The meaning of the October Revo-
lution as a foundation myth of Soviet Russia was reframed as “a symbol of loss.” The fact
that 7 November remained a public holiday until 2004 allowed “the Popular-Patriotic
Opposition” (the name of the political bloc led by the Communists) to develop new
rituals of commemoration that were colored by post-Soviet nostalgia. Their efforts were
facilitated by availability of a significant part of the memory infrastructure created by the
Soviet regime.

The collapse of the USSR gave new overtones to “the Popular-Patriotic Opposition”
story about the events of 1917. For example, in 1994, Gennady Ziuganov, then the chair
of the Presidium of the Central Executive Committee of the Communist Party, and later
its long-standing leader, represented the October Revolution as an episode in a centuries-
long opposition between Russia and the West. He wrote: “The preconditions of the
Russian Revolution matured for a long time. They equally were a result of mistakes of
the Russian government and the harmful influence of Western civilization.” But “the
hopes of the West to cut down its major geopolitical enemy turned out to be in vain”
when “the revolution did not destroy the Russian state but renewed and strengthened it”
(Ziuganov 1994, 143-144).

In the renewed Communist narrative, the October Revolution had lost its heroic conno-
tations and become an episode of a centuries-long struggle with the West. But at the same
time, it morphed from an event demarcating “before” and “after” to a moment of culmina-
tion of the national spirit. According to Ziuganov, “Soviet power ... inherited from histori-
cal Russia both its moral ideals and its experience of building a great powerful state,” which
spurred its rise in the twentieth century (Ziuganov 1994, 144). Thus, typically nationalist
constructions were added to the traditional Marxist way of reasoning.

In the discourse of the Communist and Patriotic opposition, the meaning of the October
Revolution also was transformed, but less radically. It allowed for the use of a significant
part of the former symbolic repertoire: the Revolution was considered in terms of causal
links with Soviet modernization, the victory over Nazi Germany, great power status, the
Soviet system of social redistribution, and other elements that were learned from the
Soviet historical narrative. Even if the Communists lacked the power to make symbolic
investments in further developing the relevant memory infrastructure, the availability of
the symbolic resources inherited from the old regime gave them a certain advantage over
the incumbent elite. As soon as they had significant electoral support and could exploit
their nostalgic narrative to great advantage, Yeltsin’s idea of ‘“reconciliation and
concord” became highly problematic, even if it had been supported by appropriate
changes in public rituals and commemorative practices. But it was not.
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However, if there was something common in the attitudes of the Russian political
elites toward the historical past, it was a negative perception of the Revolution (Kalinin
2013; Malinova 2015, 62-68). This concept was strongly associated with violence and
inadmissible social engineering. Remarkably, in the 1990s, there was a symbolic struggle
for nonrevolutionary framing of the post-Soviet transformations. The incumbent elite
insisted that their policy fell under the rubric of peaceful reforms, not violent revolution.
For example, during the electoral campaign to the State Duma in 1995, Yegor Gaidar
argued:

Liberals, democrats never need great upheaval (velikie potriaseniia). Upheaval is a rich

medium for tricksters (avant’uristy). But if in 1989-1991 the Democrats avoided using such

words, they were not sincere. The outdated system should be broken. Our task was to
change it peacefully, by evolution, not by revolution. (Gaidar 1995)

By the same token, “the Popular-Patriotic Opposition” criticized the Gaidar govern-
ment’s reforms, arguing that:

Reforms differ from revolutions by being conducted by general concord, in the context of civic
peace, stability, and order. [...] When society conducts reforms, everybody loses, but also gets
something; during revolution, on the contrary, some people gain while others lose. (Rossiia
segodnia 1994, 44)

Hence the ruling elite and opposition were at one in their dislike of the very idea of
“revolution.” Of course, it never prevented them from using this concept to criticize one
another. However, this partly explains why Putin’s program of “stabilization” received
wide support. The broad majority of the Russian political class would subscribe to his
thesis: “Russia has exhausted its limit for political and socio-economic shocks, cataclysms,
and radical transformations. Only fanatics and political forces who are indifferent to Russia
and its people could call for the next revolution” (1999).

Marginalization of the memory of the revolution in the 2000s

By the beginning of the 2000s, an influential coalition of political actors wanted to
exchange Yeltsin’s critical approach to the national past for a more complimentary, even
if less consistent, one. It included not only people from the left-patriotic wing but also
the statists who were not sympathetic to the Soviet regime but held that the state should
make efforts to improve its citizens’ collective self-esteem. Putin turned to be ready to
meet this request. Since he had not taken a particular side in the symbolic conflicts of
the 1990s, he could stimulate “reconciliation and concord” by appealing to values and
symbols of the Soviet past. The first and the most remarkable step in this direction was
the law on official state symbols adopted in December 2000. It established the tricolor
state flag, which appealed to the legacy of the Romanov empire and was actively used
by “the democratic forces” during the “putsch” in August 1991, the state anthem based
on the “old” melody of the Soviet anthem, and the red banner with the hammer and
sickle — the symbol of victory in the Great Patriotic War — for the Russian armed forces.

The novelty of Putin’s approach, however, was in more than a selective “rehabilitation”
of Soviet symbols. It gradually evolved toward a decisive change of the main idea of the
official historical narrative®: the principle of the opposition between “the old” and “the
new Russia” was replaced by the idea of great-power status [derzhavnost’] extended to
the whole “1000-year history” of Russia. The new official discourse presented the
Russian state (regardless of evaluation of its actual policy in different periods) as the
central element of national identity.
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The idea of “the strong state” as the basis of past and future greatness of Russia was first
expressed clearly in the President’s Address to the Federal Assembly in 2003 when Putin
called “maintaining a state spread over such a vast territory and preserving a unique com-
munity of peoples while keeping up a strong presence on the international stage” “a truly
historical feat” of the Russian people (2003).

The shift toward the idea of the “1000-year Russian state” meant a reassessment of the
collapse of the USSR (which at the same time was the “foundation act” of the new Russia)
and of the Soviet legacy in general. The most important official statement on that matter
came in 2005 when Putin called the collapse of the USSR “the major geopolitical disaster
of the century” (2005). This sharply contrasted with Yeltsin’s efforts to present the collapse
of the USSR as consistent with “objective” laws of history, hence as a “progressive,” if
painful, event. But as soon as the ideas of “the great power” and “the 1000-year-old
Russian state” were put in the center of the official narrative, Yeltsin’s interpretation was
replaced by the concept of contingent “catastrophe,” caused by the actions of “bad”
politicians.

The Soviet legacy, however, was “rehabilitated” in the official symbolic policy in a
modified form, with its most dubious aspects minimized. Putin’s speeches contained
many critical statements about Soviet practices; “rehabilitation” of the Soviet symbols in
no way meant a total apology for the Communist regime. The main aspect of the cherished
legacy was the idea of the “great” powerful state that overcame many difficulties, succeeded
in (albeit imperfect) modernization and became a leading player in world politics. It made
the Great Patriotic War the most usable element of the symbolic repertoire provided by the
national history. Totalitarian features such as state violence and political repressions were
bracketed out of this picture. As a result, the official narrative focused on glorification of the
Russian nation, and issues that fit into the pattern of critical “working though” the traumatic
and criminal past became marginal. This does not mean that they were absolutely elimi-
nated from the discourse and commemorative practices of high state officials. Putin
addressed them occasionally, reacting to the activity of other mnemonic actors like the
Russian Orthodox Church who is rather devoted to commemoration of the victims of the
Communist regime persecuted for their religious beliefs (Torbakov 2014)”. In 2015 the
coalition of “the establishment figures” like Sergei Karaganov, the anti-Stalinists from
the Memorial Center of the History of Political Repression and the Liberals from
“Yabloko” Party pushed the adoption by the Government the Conception of the State
Policy on Commemorating the Memory of Victims of Political Repression and construction
of the Memorial to the victims of political repression in Moscow (Sherlock 2016). But Putin
never made this issue a part of his own story about “the thousand years long Russian state”.
The focus on “the positive aspects” of the national past and unwillingness to discuss the
most “problematic” ones made the official narrative rather fragmented and eclectic.

Theoretically, these changes in the symbolic policy course were consistent with a reinte-
gration of the October Revolution into the official historical narrative as a great, if tragic,
event. Along with the other elements of the Soviet past, it could be “re-described [...] by
means of the patriotic language of common legacy” (Kalinin 2011, 159). There was no
shortage of such interpretations in political and media discourse of the 2000s (Malinova
2015, 68-84). The October Revolution gave an impetus to a new wave of modernization
in the USSR and to social welfare transformations all over the world. It was connected
with Russia’s achievements in the twentieth century that was an important part of the
new “apologetic” historical narrative. However, the choice was made for the symbolic
depreciation of the former foundation myth of the Soviet Russia. In 2004, the most contro-
versial public holiday — the anniversary of the October Revolution on 7 November — was
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abolished by federal law (it remained on the list of festive days as the Day of the October
Revolution and Day of the 7 November 1941 Parade on Red Square, but ceased to be a day
off). It was “substituted” by the Unity Day of Russia scheduled for 4 November. The
renaming of the holiday in 1996 facilitated this change: formally it was not that the Day
of the October Revolution was abolished, but that a holiday devoted to people’s unity
got a more appropriate date. The change was initiated by the Interreligious Council in
Russia that represents so-called traditional confessions. As Metropolitan Kirill, at that
time the Moscow Patriarchate’s head of foreign church relations, argued:

We did not come with an initiative of cancelling commemoration of 7 November. We put

forward the initiative to make 4 November the Day of Reconciliation and Concord, as far as

the 7 November, because of the historical events that took place on that day, could not be
the Day of Reconciliation and Concord. (Mitropolit Kirill 2004)

So the holiday was changed to commemorate the popular uprising that expelled Polish
occupation forces from Moscow in November 1612. It was supposed to symbolize the unity
of people from different social classes who united to preserve Russian statehood®.

Why in the mid-2000s was the symbol of the Russian Revolution marginalized rather
than reinterpreted to be included to the new official narrative? There are several possible
explanations. The first is the Russian establishment’s negative attitude toward the “Revolu-
tion.” In mid-2000s it was strengthened by the fear of the colored revolution, similar to that
in the neighbor countries. Besides, the symbolism of the events of 1917 obviously clashes
with the major idea of “stability” that inspired Putin’s official historical narrative. The
second explanation is that the unwillingness of the incumbent elite of the 2000s to get
involved in discussions about the traumatic and criminal elements of the Soviet past
made it easier to discard the October Revolution from the official discourse than to
reframe it. The weakening of the left opposition in the 2000s facilitated this decision.
Finally, the personal bias of Putin, who since early in his career as a public politician
expressed a negative attitude to the revolutionary aspect of the Soviet experience, also
could play a role.

2017: “the October coup” or “the great Russian revolution’?

Cancelation of 7 November as a public holiday in 2004 allowed the Russian Revolution to
be left out of the official discourse for almost a decade. However, the inexorable course of
jubilee commemorations has brought it back. In 2014, at his meeting with designers of a
new concept for a school textbook on Russian history, Putin agreed that the centenary of
the February and October Revolutions are “dates of great national significance [...] regard-
less of how we assess them.” He admitted that “we should consider [...] what events should
be organized on a national level” (Putin 2014a).

“Considering” the program of the commemoration was not an easy task. As mentioned,
the official decree signed by Putin in December 2016 delegated all arrangements to the
Russian Historical Society and used the neutral formulation “the revolution of 1917 in
Russia” (Instruction 2016). This was a remarkable choice, given that there were several
alternatives proposed by actors who were more or less close to the circle of decision-
makers (Gajos 2017).

The first was the interpretation of the events of 1917 as “the October coup.” It was in a
sense endorsed by Putin, who repeatedly expressed uncertainty about “what we are going to
mark” in 2017 — “the 100" anniversary of [...] the Great October Socialist Revolution” or
of “the October coup” (Putin 2014b). Judging by his numerous remarks, Putin himself is
close to the latter interpretation, which is consistent with the narrative focused on
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“maintaining” the “1000-year” great Russian state. If so, the Russian Revolution is hardly a
matter of a festive commemoration; rather it should be considered an annoying failure that
was corrected by the course of subsequent events like consolidation of the USSR and the
victory in the Great Patriotic War. However, because this interpretation is not universally
accepted'®, for the authorities seeking public “concord,” it would be too risky to insist
on it.

The second alternative was proposed by a working group tasked with developing the
foundations of teaching history in secondary schools. This group was created at the initiat-
ive of Putin, who in 2013 put forward a task of elaboration of “common history textbooks
for Russian secondary schools [...] but built into a single concept and following a single
logic of continuous Russian history” (Meeting 2013). The working group, which includes
state officials, historians, several teachers, and other specialists, has produced not “a
common history textbook” but the conception that later became a template for several
new textbooks. In a search of “proper interpretations” of these as well as some other con-
troversial historical events, the working group coined the formula “the Great Russian Revo-
lution of 1917-1921” (Kontseptsia 2013, 39), which proposed the interpretation of 1917 as
a great event of global history comparable to the French Revolution. In spite of many objec-
tions, at some moment, this formula seemed a plausible basis for forthcoming centenary
commemoration. On the one hand, it fits the eclectic principle of the official narrative
insofar as it combines historical episodes with radically different social and political mean-
ings in a single semantic construction of “the Great Revolution.” Thus, it provides a con-
venient framing for commemoration of the Revolution as a historical event of global
significance, which is important for any nation-building project. On the other hand, to a
certain extent, it corresponds to the pattern of a critical “working through” the traumatic
and criminal past in recognizing the tragic aspects of the Revolution. Therefore, it could
help unite the mnemonic actors with different agendas behind a joint commemorative
process. In spite of its evident advantages, however, the formula of “the Great Russian
Revolution of 1917-1921" was not approved as the principle of the centenary commemora-
tion. One reason might be decision-makers’ desire to make the commemorative process as
short as possible instead of extending it for four years. However, the idea to combine the
February and October revolutions under common umbrella of “the revolution of 1917 in
Russia” probably goes back to this proposal.

A third alternative was proposed by the Minister of Culture Vladimir Medinskii. In May
2015 at a special roundtable organized by the Russian Society for Military History, he
announced “The Five Principles for the unified platform of national conciliation.” Medins-
kii put forward the principle of continuity among different periods of Russian history. He
qualified the split that resulted from “the events of 1917 and the Civil War” as “a tragedy”
and called for paying equal “respect” to the memory of “the Reds” and “the Whites.”
According to the Minister of Culture:

We should not permanently consider our ancestors definitely right or wrong because each side
understood in its own way how to bring some prosperity to their country. Both the “Reds” and
the “Whites” were driven by patriotism. (Platforma 2015)

Medinskii’s idea of celebrating the centenary of the Revolution under the motto of
“reconciliation” presumed a rejection of the critical “working through” of the traumatic
and criminal past. The principle “they all were patriots” perfectly fits the complimentary/
eclectic narrative, which seeks to blur the conflicts of Russian history, representing them
as episodes of development of “a great state,” loyalty to which is declared the most impor-
tant virtue of the citizens. According to this logic, the Revolution (in this context, no matter
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which one) should be commemorated as a tragic conflict of Red and White “patriots” who
could not come to an agreement. To support this interpretation, Medinskii endorsed the idea
of the Chair of the International Committee of The Russian compatriots Nikita Lobanov-
Rostovsky to construct the Monument to Reconciliation in “returning to the native
harbor” Crimea, where the Civil War ended (Platforma 2015).

This “patriotic” reinterpretation resonated with a general “securitization” of Russian
politics, i.e. a tendency to consider a broad range of public issues as challenging the security
of the state and society. It refelects a fear of a “colored revolution” against Putin’s regime
inspirited from abroad. Medinskii didactically blamed the idea of involvement of foreign
actors in the domestic political struggle (which hinted at the alleged foreign support of
the anti-Putin opposition) and condemned “the ideology of revolutionary terror” (Platforma
2015).

A slightly different semiofficial narrative was proposed by Sergei Lavrov, the Minister
of Foreign Affairs. In March 2016, he published the article “Russia’s Foreign Policy in a
Historical Perspective,” in which he addressed the issue of the centenary of 1917. He
also did his best to securitize the forthcoming commemoration, pointing to intrigues of
those, “particularly in the West,” who “would like to use this occasion for new information
attacks on Russia and to portray the 1917 Revolution as some barbaric coup” (Lavrov
2016). Rejecting the anticipated criticism, he argued for “a balanced and unbiased assess-
ment” of the events of 1917 and presented them as “a major event that affected world
history in many controversial ways.” Lavrov sought to “normalize” the Russian Revolution
by equating it with revolutions in other countries. He recognized that it was “the biggest
tragedy for our people,” but emphasized that “all the other revolutions were equally
tragic.” Unlike Medinskii, Lavrov did not focus on “patriotism” of the Reds and the
Whites; however, he also wrote about “continuity of Russian history, which cannot be
edited to delete some of its periods,” and pointed to “the importance of combining all
the positive trends developed by our people” (Lavrov 2016). Hence, both conceptions
were based on the complimentary/eclectic approach. It might be said that the first one
was designed for domestic use, while the second was intended for memory politics in inter-
national arenas. If Medinskii called for using the centenary of the Revolution for demon-
stration of “reconciliation and concord,” Lavrov proposed to consider it as a “great”
though “tragic” event important for Russia’s status in the contemporary world.

Thus, on the eve of the centenary year, there were several possible formulas for the main
idea of commemoration: (1) “the October coup,” i.e. a historical accident that does not
deserve celebration; (2) “the Great Russian Revolution, 1917-1922” as a complex and
ambiguous historical process that included many episodes to be commemorated; (3) “recon-
ciliation and concord” based on recognition of both the Whites and the Reds as “patriot;”
and (4) “the great even if tragic” event of both Russian and global history (with the perspec-
tive of international memory politics). As mentioned in the beginning of this article, the
choice evidently has fallen on a modest commemoration program with focus on “reconci-
liation and concord.” The phrase about “reconciliation” and “concord that we have
managed to achieve” in Putin’s Address to the Federal Assembly in December 2016 has
fixed a choice of the official formula of commemoration (Putin 2016a). But is “reconcilia-
tion” between “the Reds” and “the Whites” still relevant? In a literal sense, for the third-
fourth generation of their descendants it is hardly that important. But the Revolution is
essentially connected to the discussions about the Russian history in the twentieth
century which are central for the current ideological battles. So, “reconciliation and
concord” should mitigate passions about the national past that still divide the Russian
society. The same intention had Yeltsin and his fellows in 1996.
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Does this mean that after 20 years the incumbent elite have come to the same conception
of the Russian Revolution? In spite of the verbal similarity, Putin’s “reconciliation and
concord” is not identical to Yeltsin’s formula. Though in the mid-1990s the ruling elite ela-
borated this formula to try to stabilize the status quo, a “concord” was supposed to be
achieved on the basis of the critical historical narrative that integrated the perspective of
the victims of the Soviet regime. If the formal renaming of the holiday had been followed
by real efforts to change the infrastructure of memory about the Revolution(s) of 1917, in
the long run it might have led to “working through” the trauma and integration of the “oppo-
site visions of events into the general higher-level context” (Assmann 2006 [2014], 73) as
far as it gave a way for their discussion. However, neither the ruling elite nor the opposition
were actually ready to move in this direction.

In 2017, “the concord” is to be achieved on the basis of the complimentary narrative,
focused on “positive trends” and neglecting the traumatic, ethically dubious, and criminal
aspects of the collective past. As Ilia Kalinin recently remarked, “The official frame of the
commemorated jubilee is destined to block the road” for the ghost of revolution, “to
prevent it from becoming a part of a usable historical horizon that creates public cleavages”
(2017, 14). In the current context, the incumbent elite is more concerned about “the ghost”
of the colored revolution of anti-Putin opposition than about that of revolt against social
injustice. It seeks to mitigate public passions about the commemoration of the Russian
Revolution with “patriotic” rhetoric that stigmatizes the dissenters as contestants of
national unity. Putin’s statement at his annual news conference seems to confirm this
suggestion:

I am against endlessly blowing up these issues. There is nothing wrong with the fact that
this discussion is unfolding [...]. However, as we recall the events of 1917, as we are to
observe the centennial of the revolutionary events next year, in 2017, we should move

toward reconciliation, rapprochement, not toward division, not toward inflaming passions.
(Putin 2016b)

So the commemoration is designed as a triumph of the “concord that we have managed
to achieve” (Putin 2016a). In this perspective, it seems natural to make the main point of the
official commemoration the opening ceremony of the Monument to Reconciliation in
Crimea on 4 November. This connects the embarrassing centenary with the recent
symbol of public “concord” — the return of Crimea to its “native harbor,” which in 2013
produced a solid wave of “patriotic” support for Putin’s regime. However, this plan has
met with some unexpected obstacles. First, it proved impossible to install the Monument
to Reconciliation in Kerch because the place that was originally designed for it is currently
in the zone of construction of the bridge across the Kerch channel. So, it was decided to
move the Monument to Sevastopol which caused a protest from some local veteran and
public organizations who raised objections against the idea of “reconciliation” with “the
Whites” (V Sevastopole proshli pikety protiv 2017). The fact that construction of the mem-
orial started without the proper consultations with the residents have been contested in court
(Pamiatnik Primirenija ne smog primirit’ storony v sude 2017). Even if the protestors lose
the case, and the memorial will be installed, the trial that has started in a month before the
expected opening of the memorial evidently signals about the failure of the idea of “recon-
ciliation and concord”.

Conclusion

The centenary of the Russian Revolution, celebrated in 2017, is a good point to assess the
preliminary results of reinterpretation of the foundation myth of Soviet Russia as a part of
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the new official historical narrative. This process should be understood as a part of a sym-
bolic policy aimed at legitimization of power and collective identity construction in a chan-
ging context. Given that any modern society has competing visions of the national past,
success of the historical narrative articulated on behalf of the state depends on how it fits
into this socially constructed symbolic landscape. In the case of the Revolution, the task
was complicated by its centrality for two conflicting patterns of memory politics equally
urgent for post-Soviet Russia — the critical “working through” a traumatic memory of ethi-
cally dubious and criminal past, and consolidation of the nation/nation-building. With
different coalitions of mnemonic actors behind each of these patterns, the reinterpretation
of the Revolution was often perceived as a zero-sum game.

The approaches of the incumbent elites to solving dilemmas entangled with a reinter-
pretation of the Russian Revolution changed over time. In the early 1990s, Yeltsin and
his team tried to include the Revolution in a critical narrative constructing the image of
the “new,” democratic Russia by contrast to the “old” — the Soviet, but also the imperial
— one. They represented the February Revolution as a milestone of Russia’s development
along “anormal,” European path and the October Revolution as “the tragic failure” and “the
catastrophe.” This narrative could well integrate the approach of “working through” trau-
matic memory. But being critical toward most of Russian history, it was a weak basis
for a new national identity. As a result, it could not compete with the counter-narrative
developed by the Communists and their allies (“the Popular-Patriotic Opposition”). In
1996, a year before the 80th anniversary of the Revolution, the ruling elite coined a new
formula for its commemoration by renaming the holiday of 7 November as the Day of
Reconciliation and Concord. However, this decision was not supported by inventing new
symbols and rituals.

In the 2000s, the choice was made for the complimentary approach to the collective
past, which resulted in an eclectic selection of historical episodes that allowed politicians
to focus on “the positive trends” (Lavrov 2016) and to marginalize topics connected to
“trauma and crime.” Theoretically, it allowed the integration of the Revolution into the
new apologetic/eclectic official narrative as a great though the tragic event of Russian
and world history. The fact that it never took place might be explained by common
dislike of the very idea of a revolution shared by the Russian elite (and by Putin), as
well as by the unwillingness of the ruling elite to countenance a critical “working
through” of the traumatic and criminal past. In this context, discarding the issue seemed
an easier solution than entering into discussions about reinterpretation. With the 2004 can-
cellation of the 7 November public holiday, the Russian Revolution was for almost a decade
virtually excluded from the official discourse.

The centenary of the Revolution(s) of 1917 puts the issue of its reinterpretation back on
the state memory-policy agenda. After a couple of years of discussions about the meaning
of the forthcoming commemoration, Putin’s administration seems to have chosen the
formula of “reconciliation and consent,” similar in wording to the one invented in 1996.
However, being integrated into the apologetic narrative of “the 1000-year Russian state,”
it takes on a different meaning, as now it focuses not on “working-off” the traumatic
past to achieve a broader perspective but on celebrating “the concord that we have
managed to achieve” (Putin 2016a) at the expense of forgetting the historical aspects that
could “divide” and “inflame passions” (Putin 2016b). The authorities, however, will
hardly be able to control the commemorative discourse totally, and it is easy to guess
that the centenary jubilee year will bring a new wave of fierce public debates about the his-
torical meaning of the Russian Revolution.
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Notes

1. There is a rich research literature about construction of the myth of the October Revolution in the
USSR (Heer 1971; Comey 1998; Petrone 2000; Sherlock 2007; Rolf 2013; Koposov 2011;
Tikhonov 2017; Torbakov, forthcoming).

2. In the 1990s the victory over Nazism was represented as a heroic feat of the people that was
achieved not due to the Communist regime, but in spite of the Stalinist repressions. In the 2000s
it became a story of triumph focused on the idea of Russia as a great power (see Malinova 2017).

3. This kind of social and political interaction is studied under various labels, such as politics of the
past (Art 2006; Heisler 2008), politics of memory (Shevel 2011; Bernhard and Kubik 2014), poli-
tics of history (Torbakov 2011), memory games (Mink and Neumayer 2013), political uses of the
past (Zakosek 2007), memory politics (Médlksoo 2009), etc.

4. For more detailed analysis of competing discourses about the Revolution in the 1990s, see Mal-
inova (2015, 36-56).

5. This is a quotation from “The Internationale,” the anthem of the Communist Party of the Soviet
Union.

6. My analysis of Putin’s speeches reveals that evolution was actually gradual and took place around
2002-2003. In his talk on Constitution Day in December 2002, Putin argued, “For more than 10
years we have habitually said the words ‘the new Russia.” Butif we think carefully, we are saying it
about a country with a 1000-year history ... ” Praising “Yeltsin’s” constitution, Putin then turned to
the narrative about “the new Russia” by saying, “We are talking about a country in which democ-
racy and freedom of speech was gained through much suffering of the state and society” (Putin
2002). But five months later in his Address to the Federal Assembly, Putin made his famous state-
ment about “maintaining a state spread over such a vast territory” and “keeping up a strong pres-
ence on the international stage” as a “truly historical feat” of the Russian people (Putin 2003).

7. In 2007, on the 70th anniversary of the Big Terror, Putin and Patriarch Alexij II visited the com-
memorative place in Butovo where mass execution took place in 1937 (without giving speeches).
In May 2017 he participated in consecration of the church devoted to the “new martyrs” (novo-
mucheniki) at Sretensky monastery in Moscow. The ceremony was a part of ROC’s commemora-
tion program for the centenary of the revolution.

8. During his presidency Dmitry Medvedev backed out of this rule several times. He addressed the
issue of political repression in his programmatic article “Vperiod, Rossia”, in the videoblog pub-
lished on the Day of commemoration of the victims of political repression in 2009, and in the
interview for “Izvestia” before the 65th anniversary of the Victory over Nazi Germany in
1917. But he never did this in the official public speeches (Malinova 2015, 171-173).

9. The substitution was not very successful. The new holiday has not become popular and was
instead appropriated by nationalists and right-wing extremists (Zuev 2013). Since 2012 the
incumbent elite did its best to marginalize their major initiative — the Russian March, and to
develop its own symbolic repertoire of the holiday. The idea to open the Monument to Reconci-
liation in Kerch on the 4th of November probably points in this direction.

10. According to the recent survey of Levada-Center 10 percent of respondents share the opinion that
“the October Revolution played very positive role in the Russian history”, 38 percent held that it
was “rather positive”, 25 percent said that it was “rather negative”, 6 — “extremely negative”, and
21 percent found it difficult to answer (Oktiabr’skaia revoliutsia 2017). So, for almost half of the
Russians the revolution is still “the great” historical event.
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