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Why Russia's Unity Day Has No Meaning
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Nov. 4 is a new holiday introduced in the early 2000s that replaces the previous anniversary
of the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917, which the country celebrated on Nov. 7. So far, the main
event on Nov. 4 is an annual "Russian March" of nationalists who, for some reason,
concluded that the new holiday was invented especially for them.

But even though nationalists staged two separate marches in Moscow on Nov. 4, this year's
demonstrations were not as sensational as previous rallies.

Perhaps this was because their nationalist and imperialist slogans have become part of the
political mainstream. President Vladimir Putin himself has taken up the banner

of nationalism, most recently in his recent speech to the Valdai Discussion Club, which
effectively established him as Russia's leading nationalist.

But Putin's rhetoric at Valdai confounded sociologists who, over the past 15 years that Putin
has held power, had become accustomed to gauging Russia's post-Soviet identity by counting
how many times Putin used the word "natsia" — meaning "nation" or "people' — in his
annual presidential address to parliament.
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The question at Valdai was: To which "nation" or ""people" is the president referring? Does he
mean nation like the one sociologists dream of seeing, a modern civic nation uniting Russians
and Chechens, Russian Orthodox, Muslims and atheists and the country's entire diverse
population of 143 million people? Or is Putin speaking of '"people" and "nation" in the ethnic
Slavic sense, like the slogans the nationalists shout out at the Russian March?

In fact, both options have their drawbacks for Putin. If he appeals to the first, inclusive type
of civil and political nation, then he stands the risk of inspiring disparate groups,

from nationalists to liberals, to unite against him — like what happened to his Ukrainian
colleague Viktor Yanukovych, a "victim'" of the Ukrainian nation's political mobilization

in February.

If he appeals to the second, he aligns himself with the current trend of calling for the building
of a "Russian world" and for supporting separatist militias in ""Novorossia'" — but he would
risk alienating a fifth of Russia's population who are Chechens, Tatars, Bashkirs, Ossetians,
Avars, Yakuts, Nenets, Tuvans and others.

This stark choice between two competing national conceptions of Russia's future is
something new for the Kremlin. Russians have traditionally been more passive than other
ethnic groups in the country. Ever since the time of the Russian Empire, they have naturally
considered themselves the state's main ethnic group and have considered that state as their
primary unit of social organization. In a country called "Russia," Russians had no need

of either a National Salvation Front or a Russian March of nationalists.

But the massive disturbance that erupted on Manezh Square in Moscow after a group

of people from the North Caucasus killed a young Russian football fan in 2010 and the active
participation of nationalists in the mass political protests of 2011-12 forced the presidential
administration to take a serious look at the "Russian question."

The authorities instructed research institutes to ascertain the social and political attitudes
of ethnic Russians. They learned that Russians are losing faith that the Russian government
will unconditionally defend their interests, are feeling increasingly ill at ease and are losing
confidence in the government.

Against this backdrop, an increasing number of Russians told pollsters that they would prefer
a system granting ethnic Russians certain privileges compared with all other ethnic groups.
Such sentiments echo the old slogan: ""Russia for Russians!" The nation's capital is at the
center of this ethnic tension, fueled by clashes between the large numbers of Central Asian
migrants who have come seeking higher wages and a similarly large influx of provincial
Russians seeking the same.

These and other factors put Russian nationalism at the top of the political agenda about one
year ago, but the Kremlin had a hard time figuring out what to do. On one hand, the ruling
authorities looked at nationalists as potential new political allies. On the other hand,

the opposition had hoped that nationalists would become an engine of revolutionary change
that would sweep away the current political regime.

But then the Ukraine crisis hit.



Although at that point the Russian authorities might logically have chosen to fan the flames
of Russian nationalism by letting it rise up from marginal underground movements to find
a place on respectable state-controlled TV channels, just the opposite often happened.

This is primarily because it was nationalist movements that split Ukraine, scaring those in the
Putin administration who had been ready to flirt with Russian nationalist leaders. Many
Russian nationalists viewed Maidan as a Ukrainian national revolution and hoped to repeat
that formula in Russia. And while conditions had not yet "ripened' for that in Russia, some

of those nationalists joined the Maidan protests at first and then volunteer battalions of the
Ukrainian National Guard conducting anti-terrorist operations in Donbass.

As for those nationalists who declared themselves loyal soldiers of the empire and went off
to fight for Novorossia, the Moscow authorities — who seemingly had no reason to suspect
them of disloyalty — nevertheless found them too independent. What's more, those Russian
nationalists fighting on the front lines with pro-Kremlin separatists in Ukraine view
Moscow's decision to sign the Minsk Protocol and negotiate with the West almost like a stab
in the back.

The love affair between the authorities and Russian nationalists seems to have come to an
end, or is close to finished. The organizers of this year's Russian March encountered
difficulties gaining a permit for perhaps the first time ever. In October, the authorities even
arrested nationalist leader Alexander Belov and filed serious criminal charges against him.
The presidential administration clearly does not want to continue fostering forces that are
fully capable of one day setting barricades of tires aflame and storming police stations

in central Moscow.

Finally, after spending almost a year defaming the "fascist junta" in Ukraine and presenting

themselves as the main fighters against fascism, it would, of course, look strange for leaders

to encourage people who parade through the streets of the capital carrying flags and symbols
that are deliberately reminiscent of the German Nazi Party.

However, this style taken from the World War II-era past is already firmly entrenched

on state-controlled TV programming — and perhaps it is also one of the reasons for the
declining interest in the Russian March: Who is interested in Muscovite freaks wearing SS
caps when Putin himself has said that he is the country's main nationalist?

But that nationalism is just as empty as the Nov. 4 holiday concocted by Putin's political
strategists, an event that does not celebrate any particular national values. It seems that
nobody knows anymore which set of values is capable of uniting multiethnic Russia — or even
ethnic Russians for that matter. And that is a dangerous condition for a country that claims

to have major political ambitions.

Ivan Sukhov is a journalist who has covered conflicts in Russia and the CIS for the past 15
years.
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